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What Your Colleagues Are 
Saying... 


“T have been involved in the implementation of Social 
and Emotional Learning (SEL) in schools for many 
years. What I loved about this book is that it takes the 
theory and research behind SEL and puts heart and 
relevance behind it. It not only gives practical advice 
and suggestions, but also serves as a kind and gentle 
way for the readers to reflect on their own practice and 
work to grow their own social and emotional skills. I 
have already recommended it to classroom teachers 
and am envisioning how I will use it for the next 
professional development activity I will be facilitating, 
as this book can be relevant to classroom teachers, 
administrators, and anyone in a school setting who 
works with kids. The title is Start With the Heart and I 
feel like the heart of the author, her love for students, 
and her passion for this work comes through on every 


page.” 
Victoria Blakeney, Director of Student Support 


Renton School District, WA 


“Educators have known that building students’ social 
emotional skills (SES) is critical to their future success. 
It’s time for schools to embrace and understand the 
significance of being deliberate in incorporating SES 
skills in their classrooms and schools. Hats off to 
Michelle L. Trujillo for writing a book that walks 


teachers and schools through a process that shows how 
it can be successfully done.” 


Kim Campbell, Middle School Teacher and Dean of 
Students 


Hopkins West Junior High, Minnetonka, MN 


“Start With the Heart is a must-read for teachers 
seeking research-based practices that expand the 
social, emotional, and academic development of their 
students.” 


Steve Canavero, PhD, Superintendent of Public 
Instruction 


Nevada Department of Education 


“Michelle L. Trujillo skillfully blends research, evidence, 
anecdotes, and opportunities for readers’ personal 
reflections. She has produced an excellent resource 
that appeals to the intellectual mind, common sense, 
and the reader’s heart. This fantastic book separates 
itself from others by not only backing up claims with 
evidence and research, but also facilitating the reader 
in arriving at those very same conclusions through 
logic, common sense, and personal reflection into his or 
her own life experience with social and emotional 
learning. It has been said that you must touch the heart 
before you can teach the mind. This book does both.” 


Gregg Ilha, District Resource Teacher 


Hawaii Department of Education 


“This is a powerful and moving resource and will inspire 
every educator who wants to make a difference!” 


Eric Jensen, Author and Educational Consultant 


Jensen Learning 


“Chock-full of validating and affirming statements for 
best practice when supporting students who have 
experienced trauma, this book presents great probing 
questions to use with staff. Michelle L. Trujillo provides 
powerful questions that support leaders in framing 
meaningful and reflective conversations. After reading 
Chapter 2, I used some of those questions the next 
week. I needed this read after a busy start to the school 
year. Our students need us to be our best selves! 


As a fellow continuation high school principal, I read 
this book and felt heard and seen. The work, the 
reminders, and belief systems outlined by Michelle 
inspire me to keep learning, improving, and 
implementing social and emotional learning for 
students and staff.” 


Amy Lloyd, Principal 

Adelante Continuation High School, CA 

“Through touching anecdotes and practical activities, 
Trujillo’s strengths-based approach conveys feasible 
strategies for improving schools: start with positive 


regard, teach the social-emotional skills we want to see, 
and model these skills for students and colleagues.” 


Kent McIntosh, Professor, University of Oregon 


“We are finally beginning to recognize that schools 
cannot focus on academics alone. The success of 
children is tied to their social and emotional 
development. This important book describes what 
schools can do to address the needs of the whole child. 
For educators and others who seek to ensure that 
schools are able to respond to the needs of our 
children, this book is an invaluable resource.” 


Pedro A. Noguera, PhD, Distinguished Professor of 
Education 


UCLA Graduate School of Education & Information 
Studies 


“This is a very important book. It is well written, 
insightful, practical, and consistent with research on 
the science of learning and development. Start With the 
Heart strategically incorporates the voices of students 
and provides readers with opportunities to reflect so 
that they can embed social emotional learning in their 
practices and ‘way of being.’ Learning and teaching is 
hard—particularly when students face many challenges. 
However, students and teachers can succeed; this book 
illustrates how we can create safe, engaging, equitable 
learning opportunities for all students.” 


David Osher, Vice President and Institute Fellow 
American Institutes for Research 

“Michelle L. Trujillo brings a scientifically-based 
framework to this work, as well as a strong social and 


emotional component, both of which are so important to 
our schools. Michelle is able to bridge the gap so all 


stakeholders understand the impact that creating a 
social and emotional learning environment has on 
academic achievement.” 


Dr. Greta Peay, Chief Officer, Instructional Services 


Clark County School District, NV 


“Michelle L. Trujillo takes you on a journey with Social 
and Emotional Learning to make a difference: not like 
on a train ride that keeps you on track, but more like an 
airplane flight that takes you to places you may never 
have been before. Her Reflection Pages, Suggestions 
From Students, and Study Questions, peppered with a 
strong dose of Hope, guide you toward your destination 
to becoming a better educator. Enjoy the ride!” 


Dr. Stephen Sroka, President of Health Education 
Consultants and Founder of “The Power of One” 


“Michelle L. Trujillo writes compellingly about leading 
with heart and intentionality toward a systematic 
approach to social and emotional learning (SEL). She 
elevates the critical voices of students and shares 
concrete strategies to help educators create schools 
that simultaneously meet the social, emotional, and 
economic needs of young people and adults.” 


Karen Van Ausdal, Senior Director of Practice The 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL) 
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Preface 


Education is our calling 
In our students, we believe 
We’re giving everything we’ve got 


Yet still, some don’t achieve 


We see kids living in adversity 
In the light of each tomorrow 
Experiences we can’t imagine 


Such hurt and fear and sorrow 


Academics are important, 
Yes, test scores must be improved 
But kids will find it tough to learn 


If they are hungry, hurting, or abused 


So much falls upon our shoulders 
More placed on our plates each day 
Yet in our hands, our students rest 


We can help them find their way 


As we embark upon our lessons 
Of reading, writing, science, and math 
We can ignite hope for our young people 


If we place character upon their path 


You see, 

We can teach them through our actions, 
To be human above all things 

To serve others with love and integrity 


And feel the joy and hope this brings 


And hope is certainly essential 
In the lives of all our kids 
But it is up to us to ignite it 


To light the flame that lives within 


It starts with understanding 
That their lives are not like ours 
We must meet them where they are today 


Find their strengths, then raise the bar 


It is not up to us to “fix them” 


Or correct what’s tough at home 
But we can teach them to accept themselves 


And help them know they’re not alone 


We can love them and respect them, 
Teach them to act responsibly, 
We can model compassion and acceptance 


And challenge them to think more critically 


It’s not up to us to change them, 
Rather, the environment in which they learn 
Let our classrooms be their safe place, 


To question, explore, discern 


We can truly make a difference 
Starting with the Heart, our fervent vow 
And with SEL as the foundation 


We can ignite HOPE in our schools now! 


About the Author 





Michelle L. Trujillo, 
MEd, is an author, inspirational speaker, and educational 
consultant. “Mrs. T,” as she is known to her students and 
reading audience, makes a tangible, sustainable, and 
positive difference through her books, keynotes, and 
training seminars. She shares enthusiasm, experience, 
and applicable takeaways with her audience, while she 
imparts a philosophy that ignites hope in schools and 
the workplace. Named Nevada’s 2017 Innovative 
Educator of the Year, Michelle has appeared on 
television (including Oprah) and radio across the nation 
as a guest expert. Her keynotes and trainings leave 
audiences enthused, inspired, deeply touched, and 
wanting more. Feel free to contact Michelle at 
www.ignitinghopenow.com to schedule her as a speaker 
or workshop leader. 


She was obviously tired. She came to school that morning 
appearing dirty and disheveled. But, she came to school. 
Through tears of frustration, she explained she had slept on 
a park bench the night before. She had tried to go home, 
but her mom was doing a drug deal and locked her out of 
the house. So, she walked to the park and eventually fell 
asleep on a bench, alone and cold. When the sun came up, 
she walked to school. Her mom didn’t know where she was, 
and in her opinion, her mom didn’t care... but, she came 
to school. Why? Why did she choose to show up, when 
others might have chosen to go to a friend’s house or 
wander aimlessly? Because it wasn’t just about school, it 
was that at school, she was connected. This beautifully 
rebellious, wildly stubborn, and woefully broken-hearted 
teenager came to school because she knew that we 
expected her, that we wanted her, and that we cared. This 
connection she felt did not happen naturally. It was a 
connection born in intention and effort. Connection that 
makes a difference in the lives of human beings must be 
conscientious. To be conscientious is to be mindful, 
intentional, or attentive. To truly be connected, we need to 
start with the heart in a true effort to see others for who 
they are on the inside, and appreciate and value them as 
such. This is imperative in the school setting, because when 
we as educators sincerely connect with each other and with 
our students, we set a tone for belonging, living, and 
learning that is impactful and potentially life-changing. 


As I look back on my career as a teacher and an 
administrator, I realize I was blessed to live and love my 
vocation. To me, it was never a job, or work I dreaded. 
Instead, it inspired me, filled me with joy. I believe there 
was a reason for this. The students at the alternative 
education high school where I served as a principal said it 
best. When asked why they were able to find success at our 
school when most had not achieved academically nor 
personally prior to enrolling with us, one word resounded 
again and again: family! They said that when they became 
students at our school, they felt accepted into a family that 
would love them, hold them to high expectations, and 
provide them with a second chance. That doesn’t mean it 
was easy or that immediate positive change occurred. Yet, 
our school family provided the students, and staff for that 
matter, with a connection to something greater than 
themselves. We were connected by a common purpose as 
we aspired to pursue integrity, responsibility, and 
education. I use the word we purposely. The administration, 
counselors, teachers, paraprofessionals, custodians, 
support staff, students, parents, the school board, and 
community members all knew that we were stronger 
together than any of us were individually. We had more 
talents, expertise, and gifts when combined. We knew our 
chance for success increased exponentially when we chose 
to encourage, support, and challenge one another. We knew 
the road ahead would be rugged at times, and steep, 
because most of our students came to us from a place of 
adversity or trauma, yet we were steadfastly aware we 
would be okay, because we would travel the road together, 
sharing the challenges and the joy, the trials and the 
triumphs. 


As you read this, you may be thinking, “What kind of school 
is this?” I can tell you... it is any school in which, 
regardless of its size, the human beings who inhabit it 


choose to make a conscientious connection by starting with 
the heart. It is any school in which the human beings who 
are the adults in the school environment choose to see the 
stories behind the human beings who are the students. In 
fact, it is any school in which the human beings who are the 
adults choose to see the story behind one another, and 
model for their students to do the same, so that people are 
met where they are, with every person seeking to 
understand before jumping to judgment. It is a school in 
which social and emotional learning is a philosophy in which 
all are invested, so that academic achievement has an 
opportunity to occur because the all-encompassing we are 
engaged and empowered to trust, to grow, and to learn. 


If you are interested in this kind of school, please join me on 
a journey to explore the power of connection and the 
fundamentals of social and emotional learning and its 
impact on academic development. I have an idea of what 
you may be thinking. In fact, I’d guess that it sounds 
something like this: “I appreciate your invitation, but as 
much as I would like to go on this journey with you, I just 
have too much on my plate. I cannot add one more thing!” 
I’ve been there. I know the feeling. The expectations for 
educators and the pressures they face, regardless of their 
role, seem to get more demanding each day. New state and 
federal mandates, protocols for measurable outcomes for 
students and educators alike, and requirements for state 
assessments that correlate results with teacher or school 
performance create a sense of anxiety and heaviness that 
can permeate our halls, our classrooms, and our hearts. In 
addition, we are seeing more and more children with 
mental health issues, as well as those (children and adults) 
who are living with past or present trauma, and these 
things, too, fill our plate with the need for an emotional 
energy that can be beyond our capacity. But this is the very 
reason that you cannot afford to neglect this journey. In 


fact, the reminders, reflections, and discoveries that you 
will find within these pages will give you back time, and 
help you to be more effective and productive. 


In Chapters 1 and 2, we will explore how the power of love 
and connection can impact an education system in a life- 
changing way. According to the Aspen Institute (2018), 


Schools must be safe, welcoming, and supportive 
spaces for student to learn and for them to feel a sense 
of belonging and the freedom to develop their own 
identity and sense of self... . Indeed, the greatness of 
public education lies in its promise to take all 
individuals and provide them with the opportunity to 
build the life they want. (pp. 1, 3) 


As educators, we have the responsibility for creating an 
environment that will lead to a fulfilment of this promise for 
our students. I hope that these chapters will encourage you 
to value this responsibility. In Chapters 3-7, I present social 
and emotional learning as a process in which all of the 
human beings within the school system interact with 
compassion, sincere curiosity, high expectations, and 
respect in a way that builds relationships, fosters academic 
achievement, and provides for success in school and life. 
You will discover that social and emotional learning is not 
something to be added to your plate. It is your plate! In 
these chapters, I introduce various components of social, 
emotional, and academic development with applicable 
anecdotes and practical suggestions. Finally, Chapter 8 will 
both challenge you and validate the responsibility that lies 
in your hands as a person who has chosen to interact with 
young people on a daily basis. By the time you close this 
book, I hope you will be inspired with purpose and 


positivity, both personally and professionally, and will want 
to put into practice what you’ve learned. 


Please consider this book as a conversation between us. I 
challenge you to invest in the conversation by leaving the 
periphery as the reader and interacting as a participant. 
Throughout the journey, you'll recognize the valuable 
qualities that already reside in your mind and heart; the 
messages found within the pages of this book are not 
unfamiliar to you. Rather, each word of encouragement, 
challenge, and guidance is meant to awaken and inspire 
your soul. There will be opportunities for you to write in this 
book: to reflect on your life, your experiences, and your 
instructional practices; to brainstorm with others; and to 
put specific ideas into practice. As I share anecdotes, 
experiences, philosophies, and strategies, I do not claim to 
have all of the answers. What I do claim is to be a person 
with a heart full of love and a desire to inspire all people 
within the school community to create connections with 
each other while exploring and embedding social, 
emotional, and academic learning principles into daily 
actions and behaviors. When we do this, we have an 
opportunity to make today a better day for ourselves and 
for our students. When we do this, we invest in each other 
so that the learning and living that takes place in our 
schools is inspired, engaging, and contagious. And, finally, 
when we do this, when we start with the heart, we honor 
humanity and value relationships, so that no human being 
feels as if he or she must sleep on a park bench, alone in the 
cold. 


It’s About the People 


When it comes to what matters in life, we all know it is 
about the people, not the things. Unfortunately, sometimes 
it takes a life-changing event, such as a serious illness or 
the death of a loved one, for us to appreciate that fact. We 
often get so caught up in the responsibilities of our 
everyday lives that we begin to focus on the “things” in our 
lives without even realizing it. We become preoccupied with 
checking off the tasks on our to-do lists, playing catch-up 
with household chores, or completing school-related work 
that spills over into the afternoons or weekends, and we 
neglect what is right there in front of us: people. More often 
than not, it is the people we are closest to whom we neglect 
the most. I speak from experience. There were times in my 
professional life as an administrator when I was so focused 
on completing evaluations or gathering data for 
accreditation that I unintentionally, and sometimes even 
subconsciously, neglected my husband and children. There 
were times when I was physically present but emotionally 
removed. As much as I would be disappointed in myself 
when I realized what I was doing, I also understood that I 
am human and sometimes needed a reminder to keep my 
priorities in order. Fortunately, my husband, who often 
knows me better than I know myself, was there to remind 
me. 


It’s About the People 


Consider this chapter the reminder you may need. It is 
always and should always be about the people. Let’s not 
wait for those extreme moments of illness, loss, or grief to 
trigger a wake-up call. As we set out on a journey to start 
with the heart, let’s begin with our personal lives and 
consider those who are important to us. As I suggested in 
the introduction, throughout this book I will provide 
opportunities for reflection. Take time right now to reflect 
on and acknowledge the people in your personal life who 
are important and why they matter to you: 





The People in Your Personal Life 


Name: Reason: 
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I asked you to reflect on people in your personal life who 
matter to you because you must always keep them at the 
forefront of your mind and in your heart. Early in my 
teaching career, someone taught me the “five years from 
now” rule. For example, when in a dilemma between taking 
a sick day to stay home with my children or coming to work 
to teach a specific lesson, I would ask myself, “Five years 
from now, who will remember?” The answer, inevitably, was 
my children. My students wouldn’t remember on which day 
I taught which lesson, but my son and daughter would 
definitely remember if I stayed home to cuddle them when 
they were little and not feeling well. We are better as 
educators and professionals when we keep what’s first, 
first. 


At the same time, we do spend a great deal of our time at 
school. There are people in our professional lives, too, who 
are important to us. This is interesting, because much like 
our families, we don’t necessarily get to choose the people 
with whom we work. As a result, we tend to be drawn to 
those with whom we have things in common, be it interests, 
philosophies, or personality traits. Can you create the same 
type of list for those in your professional life that you 
created for those in your personal life? 





The People in Your Professional Life 


Name: Reason: 
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Furthermore, consider this: Whose list might you be on? If 
your students or colleagues were asked to create the same 
kind of list, would they include you? Please stop reading for 
a moment and contemplate these questions. Jot down 
anything significant that occurs to you: 


These exercises are important to reflect upon, because how 
we interact with those in our professional life and how they 
react to and interact with us is critical to this journey. 


Perhaps what is more telling in these reflection exercises is 
recognition of who is not on your list. There may be people 
within our work environments whom we do not identify as 
important to us, yet we are called to work professionally 
together and to treat each other with respect and dignity. 
Being compassionate and growth-minded toward all people 
within our workplace is necessary. Because we don’t always 
get to choose our colleagues or our students, it is 
imperative that we accept the significance of understanding 
that all of us, our colleagues as well as the students, family 
members, and other associates of our school community, 
come from different experiences, cultures, opportunities, 
and abilities. 


Our Diversity Makes Us Stronger 


It is crucial to understand that in many ways we are 
different, and that being different doesn’t make us more 
than or less than. It just makes us different. Our 
differences, if honored, provide valuable insight that helps 
people to be more aware, well-rounded, and enlightened. 
Although we as human beings are uniquely different, we 
are alike in essential ways. Because of these similarities, 
our diversity makes us stronger. 


Imagine the insight and enlightenment that could be found 
if all of humanity chose to appreciate our diversity. Instead, 
as a society, we tend to experience division. As much as we 
do not have control over all human beings, we can control 
our own perspectives, words, and actions. It is essential 
that we, as educators, understand that it is our choice to 
approach our professional life in this light, accepting each 
other and seeking to understand people from a place of 
love, regardless of skin color, religious affiliation, sexual 
orientation, gender preference, socioeconomic status, or 


ability. Moreover, until we do this, we will fall short in 
making meaningful connections. So, how do we initiate this 
outlook within our work environment? 


Meeting People Where They Are 


We have to start by meeting people where they are. Bryan 
Rhoades provided my first lesson in this regard. In middle 
school he was diagnosed with Friedreich ataxia, a type of 
muscular dystrophy that causes progressive damage to the 
nervous system. It manifested itself in Bryan’s body by 
causing constant jerking movements of his arms and legs. I 
was in my first year as an adapted physical education 
teacher when I met Bryan. I was inspired by this student 
who was bound and determined to do things as he did them 
before this debilitating disease began to take control of his 
body. I have many memories of Bryan, who imprinted 
himself upon my heart from the moment I met him. With 
unbridled enthusiasm, he told me he was an amazing 
football player and someday he was going to play for his 
beloved Denver Broncos. 


Though I was his teacher for only three years, he and I 
remained in each other’s lives. His mom and aunt were on 
their own, raising Bryan and his little brother. They worked 
hard for these boys, trying to make ends meet, but they 
needed extra support sometimes, and my husband and I 
found ourselves helping out occasionally. Toward the end of 
Bryan ’s life, just a year after he graduated from high 
school, I cherished time with him as he recalled fun 
memories from the hospital bed set up in his living room. 
He laughed out loud when he reminded me of the time I let 
him ride a bicycle through the middle of town. His balance 
was So poor that he had to go as fast as he could to keep the 
bike upright, all the while knowing he did not have the 


physical ability to stop the bike on his own. He teased me 
about how I could barely keep up with him as I ran 
alongside him to prevent him from crashing. I must have 
been crazy! Oh, but it was worth it to hear his laugh and 
see the joy in his face that came from the feeling of freedom 
as the wind touched his face. The independence of riding on 
his own gave Bryan a reprieve from his present reality, and 
I was so grateful to be there with him. 


In my naiveté as a young teacher, I only knew to meet 
Bryan right where he was: stubborn, convicted, and 
fighting his disease with all his might! He taught me to see 
beyond his disability, beyond the seventh-grade student 
who didn’t care much about his school work. He helped me 
to see his heart; he invited me, in attitude and spirit, to 
meet him there and to provide opportunities for him to 
accomplish small tasks and achieve what seemed to be 
impossible. Somehow, some way, I understood that although 
academic achievement was important to his life as a 
student, it would have to take a back seat to Bryan’s need 
for independence, his desire to be the active kid he had 
always been, for just a bit longer. 


Even today, my memories of Bryan influence my motivation 
to encourage educators to meet al/ colleagues and students 
where they are; to see al/ of them for the people they are as 
human beings, knowing that we may not comprehend the 
reason behind someone’s way of being. We must attempt to 
see past a disconcerting behavior in order to seek an 
understanding of what happened in that person’s life to 
cause such a response. This doesn’t mean that we neglect 
to correct the behavior or disregard expectations for 
positive conduct, but such consequences or high 
expectations will be meaningless if we remain unaware of 
the catalyst that prompted the undesirable conduct. 


Our students provide us with plenty of opportunities to put 
this quest for understanding into practice. Our youngest 
learners, especially, can test our patience because they 
frequently resort to “acting out” behavior when they don’t 
have the words to articulate why they are upset or 
frustrated. Students in middle or high school may be 
capable of explaining their outbursts or negative actions, 
but they don’t always want to share or verbalize. They may 
have protective factors in place, due to trauma, fear, or 
embarrassment, that prevent us, as educators, from being 
enlightened to the the story behind their behavior. As a 
result, it can be challenging for us to connect with these 
students. 


In fact, the students we tend to have the greatest difficulty 
building relationships with, the ones who tend to be our 
repeat offenders with regard to discipline issues, 
disrespect, bullying, and the like—as well as the students 
who are often targets of such behavior—are frequently kids 
who live with the reality of adversity. Some act angry, tough, 
and self-righteous; others appear apathetic or rude. Author 
and educational leader Eric Jensen (2009) writes, 
“Behavior that comes off as apathetic or rude may actually 
indicate feelings of hopelessness and despair” (p. 29). Think 
about it. We see this behavior in our students. Here’s a 
challenge for you: Try to see behind the facade, to 
determine what they might be feeling and thinking and find 
out why, even when they push you away. If we are persistent 
and accepting, we will connect with the hearts of our 
students. In doing so, we will set the foundation for trust 
that allows our students to feel seen and heard, which 
ultimately helps them know that they are people whom we 
care about and in whom we find worth. 


Take Time to Learn 


You may be wondering: How? How do I connect with a kid 
who is pushing me away? How do I connect, when in that 
very moment I’d rather scream? Or even, How am I 
supposed to connect with this kid, when right now, I don’t 
even like him? These questions are based in the reality of 
day-to-day interactions with students who display behaviors 
that sometimes make us want to pull out our hair. I offer 
two solutions. First, we must take time to learn about our 
students. I recently spoke with an elementary school 
principal who said that he was going to encourage all of his 
teachers to write down three things that they knew about 
their students’ lives outside of school. He emphasized that 
he did not want them to write what they assumed, but 
rather what they really knew. Inevitably there will be some 
students about whom teachers have no knowledge, other 
than their experience of those students at school. Gaining 
this knowledge will provide teachers with insight into the 
human being behind the behavior, the story behind the 
student. Seeking to learn more about our students is 
valuable in helping us, as educators, to better support, 
guide, and teach them so that they can make responsible 
choices. 


Change the Questions 


The second solution comes from a philosophy embedded in 
the teachings and practices of an organization called 
Creating the Future (2018). Hildy Gottlieb, cofounder of 
this organization, lives by the credo that, if we change the 
questions, we can change the world. 


Have you ever really thought about the questions you ask? 
When our tough students act out or demonstrate behavior 
that we know may escalate, we tend to ask demanding 
questions such as, “Why did you do that?” or “What were 


you thinking?” These questions can put kids, and colleagues 
or employees for that matter, on the defensive. They 
naturally assume the question comes with a predetermined 
judgement or assessment of the situation and that, 
regardless of their answer, it will likely result in a negative 
consequence. Instead of getting answers, by asking these 
questions, we aggravate the situation inadvertently. To 
avoid doing so, we can replace the questions that we ask 
the student, colleague, or employee with a simple request: 
“Can you tell me more... ?” We can follow that up with “... 
about the situation,” “... about how you’re feeling right 
now,” “... about what upset you?” or any other open-ended 
question appropriate to the situation. The tell me more 
request lets the person with whom we are talking know that 
we are willing to listen and that we want to understand 
what happened from his or her perspective. This is an ideal 
way to meet people exactly where they are in the moment, 
without jumping to conclusions or heightening any anxiety 
they may already have. When children or adults feel heard 
or encouraged, which this type of question allows, they are 
more open to connection and less likely to repeat the same 
negative behavior in the future. This does wonders for 
classroom management, but it can also have a lasting effect 
on a student’s life as an adult. 


You Were the First People to Tell Me I 
Could Be Somebody 


Case in point, last year I received a letter from a former 
student who had struggled throughout middle and high 
school. In fact, she even dropped out for several months 
prior to enrolling in our school. She wrote to our staff after 
receiving her acceptance letter to a four-year university. 
Her letter is a testimony to the power of connection, 


support, and encouragement in the school system (see 
Figure 1.1). 


Figure 1.1 





Hello Everyone! 


You were the first people that | wanted to tell that | was accepted into a four- 
year college! | will graduate this December from community college and walk 
with my Associate of Arts in the May ceremony. I’m going to be transferring to 
the university with a GPA of 3.3! Can you believe it? | have to say, when | got 
my letter of acceptance, | cried like a baby. | never imagined, me, an eighth- 
grade drop-out junkie, would be accepted into college. But | was! | remember 
you all telling me all of the things that | was capable of, like passing my classes 
and kicking drugs, and me thinking, “These people are crazy! | can’t do any of 
those things!” You were right though. | can and | am doing it! 


! want to thank you all for everything you did for me. | want you to know 
that | believe with everything in my soul that if | had never been blessed with 
the opportunity of having you all come into my life, and believing in me so 
relentlessly, | would not be where | am today. You were my principal, my teach- 
ers, the school secretary and nurse, the custodians and the counselors and all 
of you took a stand for me and believed in me when nobody else in my life did, 
including myself. You were the first people to tell me that | could be some- 
body. You planted a seed in me years ago and with every year it grew, little by 
little, and when | was finally ready, that seed bloomed. When | struggled, you 
gave me the encouragement to know that | was better than the way that | was 
living. Because of that encouragement, | developed a sense of confidence that 
| never had before. It was this confidence, inspired by all of you, that enabled 
me to make an effort in school. Your love and high expectations helped me to 
realize that | was smart and could actually achieve in my classes. You made 
such a difference in my life and | feel so grateful to you for that. Being able to 
share my acceptance with you all makes me so proud! 


| love you! 
Kat 








What Kat didn’t say in her letter is that we taught her using 
our most engaging instructional strategies. We created 
academic and behavioral interventions—this was before 
they had official names as multi-tiered systems of support. 


We pushed her to achieve academically and helped her 
develop her decision-making skills. But, more important, 
what we did that made a sustainable difference in Kat’s life 
was to take the time to see past her addiction and behind 
her truancy and her intermittent apathy, in order to believe 
in her potential. Sometimes, as educators, we forget the 
importance of this mentality as a crucial element of 
preparing our students to be college and career ready. 


When I was a principal, I was blessed to work with a 
multitude of talented teachers. One such teacher, Ashlee 
Nicoll, was a master of the “meeting students where they 
are” mentality in order to help them see their potential. 
Mrs. Nicoll’s reflection below is evidence of the positive 
difference this mentality can make in the life of a child: 


Defeated, angry, deflated. These are the words that 
described Charlie the first time I met him. It was the 
summer of 2016 and Charlie was ready to drop out of 
high school and throw his life away. “I'll get some job 
and just work every day until I die.” His outlook on 
what his life would be was dismal. He didn’t believe 
success and accomplishment were things he could 
achieve in life; he didn’t believe he deserved to have 
good things happen to him because his life up until this 
point had been a journey of pain, loss, and 
disappointment. Charlie had always struggled in school 
and had yet to feel any level of success when it came to 
school or life. The moment I met Charlie, I knew he had 
the potential to be something amazing, but I also knew 
he had no idea he had this potential inside of him. This 
is where our journey began. I had to get Charlie to see 
himself the way I saw him, but to do this he had to trust 
me. I had to gain his trust, so that he could start to see 
himself through a different lens. He had to believe that 


he deserved success. To say he didn’t trust me in the 
beginning would be a vast understatement. He was 
guarded and detached. He tested me with every 
opportunity he was given. Charlie had very few adults 
in his life that actually followed through on promises 
and let their actions speak rather than just words. I told 
Charlie I would never give up on him and I meant that 
to my very core. Throughout the years together, Charlie 
began to see that I meant what I said and I did what I 
promised. On some days, he would confide in me and 
give me insights into his life and mindset; he began to 
see that his past did not define him and that I could 
accept him for who he was without judgment or 
ridicule. On other days, he would push me away, shut 
me down, and close me out, yet my expectations for 
him never changed and he began to thrive on that 
consistency of high expectations and unconditional 
love. Every day was a new day, so no matter how we 
ended our day together yesterday, I welcomed him with 
a smile and appreciation. Slowly, Charlie began to 
experience small amounts of success; finishing an 
essay, creating a resume. Then the success became 
bigger; earning credits, having employers calling him 
to offer him jobs and, ultimately, Charlie graduated 
from high school in the spring of 2018. Charlie 
achieved something that two years prior was 
unattainable, a pipe dream. Today is a new day, and 
today Charlie can be described as confident, capable, 
changed. 


Many Administrators and Teachers Do 
Not Look Like Our Students 


Kat and Charlie were students living lives outside of school 
unlike my own, or that of my staff. This, in and of itself, is 
another challenge facing the educational system today, 
making it more difficult to create connections or better 
understand the human beings with whom we work. An 
undeniable fact in our nation is that many administrators 
and teachers do not look like their students. We often don’t 
come from the same lifestyles or experience the same 
hardships; we cannot claim the same familial experiences 
or customs. As a result, we may lack cultural or linguistic 
competence or can have implicit biases—beliefs or attitudes 
against a person or group of people of which we are 
completely unaware. In this instance, first and foremost, we 
must acknowledge this reality. Michelle Alexander (2012), 
author of The New Jim Crow, notes that, “Decades of 
cognitive bias research demonstrates that both unconscious 
and conscious biases lead to discriminatory actions, even 
when an individual does not want to discriminate” (p. 106). 
Sometimes this acknowledgment can be as simple as 
admitting to our students that we may not understand their 
perspectives or experiences and therefore would 
appreciate their guidance. 


Having this type of awareness schoolwide is imperative as 
implementation of social, emotional, and academic 
development (SEAD) philosophies and programs proceed, 
because such efforts will be ineffective if the potential for 
bias and discrimination is ignored. In fact, Gregory and 
Fergus (2017) suggest that “the prevailing understanding 
of SEL [social and emotional learning] is ‘colorblind’ and 
doesn’t take power, privilege, and culture into account” (p. 
118). 


Knowledge and Awareness Are 
Powerful Allies 


We may be hesitant to admit that we, as human beings who 
have chosen a caring profession, might be inherently 
prejudiced or discriminatory, but we must take time to 
consider this possibility. I reflect on the wisdom that can be 
found in the cliché “You don’t know what you don’t know.” 
Probably the best guidance a mentor gave me during my 
first year as an administrator was to “talk less and listen 
more” as a direct response to this cliché. All professionals, 
regardless of their role in education, can benefit from this 
advice. Once in this “listening” state, we can set out to 
educate ourselves because there is much for us to learn. 
For example, many people are not aware that 


black youth are two to three times more likely than 
white youth to be suspended. Similar disparities occur 
between male and female students; still, in many 
schools the suspension rate for black female students 
surpasses the rates for male students who aren’t black 
(Gregory & Fergus, 2017, p. 119). 


There is a disproportionality for Latinx students, too, when 
compared to their non-Latinx white peers. According to Joy 
Pastan Greenberg (2012), “[Latinx] students have higher 
retention and suspension/expulsion rates, higher high 
school dropout rates, and lower completion of college rates 
that their white counterparts” (p. 75). 


And, what about students who are eligible for special 
education, or those living in poverty—regardless of race, or 
students who identify as transgender? Studies have found 
disparities in these subpopulations, and others, as well. Do 
you think if more educators became aware of the data that 
expose such disproportionalities, they might be fairer when 
doling out classroom or administrative discipline? I do. 


Based on my observations in various school settings, explicit 
bias—that is, outright and conscious bias—is not prevalent. 
In fact, I firmly believe that the majority of teachers and 
administrators do not deliberately choose to show bias, or 
to be intentionally partial to one student over another, but 
statistics prove that such bias and partiality happen 
commonly and consistently (Skiba et al., 2011). 


Knowledge and awareness are powerful allies in creating 
school environments that are inviting, positive, and 
engaging. Setting schoolwide norms of high expectations 
that provide opportunities for staff and students to teach 
each other about cultural and familial customs, to 
communicate views and needs assertively, and to listen 
respectfully can contribute to an empathetic school culture, 
one that promotes genuine acceptance, an appreciation for 
diversity, and an awareness of situations in which we revert 
to subconscious biases. 


We must also be aware of situations in which we offend, or 
seem to offend, a student or colleague. Most of us have 
been in situations in which we felt that we may have 
offended another person. We may not even be sure of what 
we did or said to offend; but we can certainly feel the 
aloofness that appears out of nowhere or a new attitude 
that is discernably different and appears rude or 
demonstrates without words when we have offended 
someone. When we sense this, no harm can come from our 
expressing a sincere apology for anything we may have 
inadvertently said or done to insult or hurt another. More 
than once, I have found myself saying something like this to 
a student, parent, or guardian: “I have a feeling I may have 
offended you. Please know that this was not my intention. Is 
there anything you can tell me to help me to be more 
understanding in the future?” To put oneself on the line in 
such a way takes vulnerability, but this can be a leadership 


strength that facilitates a positive outcome. More often than 
not, the other person offers an explanation and any tension 
in the room dissipates so that we’re able to move forward 
with clarity and consideration. 


When People Feel Respected They Are 
More Likely to Engage 


In a similar light, respect—or the lack thereof—can have an 
impact on our ability to unify or understand each other’s 
perspectives. In my work as a school climate specialist, I 
spend a great deal of time coaching school leaders and 
interacting with staff and students. When it comes to 
respect (which tends to be a school improvement initiative 
for many schools), more often than not students can tell me 
that respect is a value of the school, but they have difficulty 
describing what it looks like or defining it because the 
definition or description of respect can differ depending on 
our familial culture and traditions, as well as our life 
experiences. Kids who grow up defensive, or associated 
with gangs, may see respect as fear, while people who 
experience family life with an emphasis on old-fashioned 
values may describe respect as having proper manners or 
admiration for another. Respect in some cultures requires 
that you look someone in the eye when speaking, while in 
other cultures young people show respect to their elders by 
casting their eyes downward. In a school culture, norms 
and expectations for respect may need to be identified, 
established, and reinforced. It is necessary to remedy any 
confusion around respect in our quest to connect with all 
stakeholders within our school community. It may be 
important to identify the need to code-switch by 
acknowledging the difference between what respect looks 
like at home and what it looks like at school. 


In fact, an inspiring and passionate elementary teacher, 
Krystal Koontz, uses the analogy of a backpack to help her 
students think about this issue. She asks her students, 
“What character traits and behaviors do you need in your 
backpack at home to demonstrate respect. Now think about 
this: How does what you put in your backpack in regard to 
respectful traits and behaviors change for school?” In 
regard to respect, some of our students need two 
completely different backpacks. 


I notice that when people feel respected they are more 
likely to engage, interact, listen, and speak up. They are 
prone to volunteer and are more willing to trust if an air of 
respect is present. Yet, in order to reach this ideal in a 
group of diverse people, it is important to agree on what 
respect looks like within the school community. Because we 
all come from different perspectives, everyone should have 
an opportunity to have input in developing a definition or 
guiding principles for respect. Through surveys, focus 
groups, and personal interviews, we can gather data in the 
form of thoughts, views, and perceptions. I have seen 
schools create exciting celebrations when they reveal the 
school’s new code of respect. And within this celebration is 
a group of people experiencing camaraderie, unity, and joy. 


Keep in mind that it is not measurable objectives, an 
innovative curriculum, or required testing that leads to this 
camaraderie, unity, and joy (all of which are essential to a 
positive school climate). It is the result of people coming 
together to exchange ideas and engage each other in 
conversation. If we, as educators, expect to engage our 
students so that they are excited to learn, if we desire to 
build productive and collegial relationships with our peers, 
and if we seek to develop constructive conversations with 
parents and guardians, then a positive climate based on 
sincere human relationships and a willingness to 


understand the perspective of others must come before 
instruction, training, and assessment. 


A concerted effort toward connection with colleagues, as 
well as a comprehensive program that emphasizes social, 
emotional, and academic development mindsets and 
competencies can create a positive school climate and a 
culture of thoughts and behaviors that contribute to 
success in school and in life. Throughout this book you will 
be asked to consider and implement strategies based on a 
combination of competencies established by the 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 
as well as perspectives and recommendations from the 
Aspen Institute’s National Commission on Social, Emotional, 
and Academic Development. 


Take From This Book What Works 


From the candid viewpoint of my past experience as a 
teacher and an administrator, as well as my current work as 
an educational consultant and leadership coach, I find that 
an open-minded approach, with an analysis and 
consideration of district or site-based needs, provides for 
the most effective results. In essence, I encourage you to 
consider your staff, students, and school community: Take 
from this book what works for you, and feel free to leave the 
rest. I do not purport to offer all things to all people. In fact, 
I have found that such an approach is usually ineffective. 
However, I do maintain that if we start with the people, and 
assess needs from there, we have a better chance for 
success. After all, when it comes down to what makes an 
impactful difference, remember: It is always about the 
people, not the things. 


Chapter 1 Study Questions 
For Professional Learning Communities, 
SEAD/SEL Courses, or Book Study Groups 


Uh 


10. 


. What is currently on your plate that causes you to neglect what or 


who you value? Do you have a person in your life who reminds you to 
keep your priorities in order? If not, can you think of a person to 
designate? 


. How do you keep “what’s first, first?” 
. What did you notice when you considered who was not on your list? 


Was there a way in which this realization caused in you a desire to 
refocus your priorities? Please explain. 


. When you considered whose list you might be on, if specific people 


came to mind, please explain why you would like to be on their lists. 
What specific actions or ways of being do you practice that would 
cause another to include you on his or her list? 


. Can you speculate as to who might be on your students’ lists? Would 


their lists be similar to each other? Why or why not? 


. What are your strengths in regard to meeting your colleagues where 


they are? Do you have any areas of growth or barriers upon which to 
reflect? Please explain. 


. What do you do to recognize and connect with the student “behind 


the facade?” 


. Put yourself in the shoes of a student who is asked, “Why did you do 


that?” or “What were you thinking?” How would you react if a 
colleague asked you one of those questions? 


. Can you think of a time when it would have been productive to admit 


to a student that you do not understand his or her perspective or 
experience and would therefore appreciate guidance? 

After respect is identified within the classroom, how might you 
address the need for code-switching (or the need for a separate 
backpack)? 
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A Foundation of Love 


Telsche Hipple is a phenomenal teacher! She has a way of 
connecting with students that is natural, meaningful, and, 
in my mind, life-changing. I asked Mrs. Hipple to share an 
example of a student connection that was initially 
challenging, but ultimately significant, as well as the basis 
of that connection, to help my readers gain insight from a 
teacher’s perspective. This is her story about a student she 
refers to as Rees: 


Rees was tough. She had an intimidating personality. 
She came across as knowing what she wanted and how 
she was going to get it. She had been expelled from 
school for fighting and she wore it proudly. Rees was 
not about to let anyone into her personal sphere. As her 
teacher, I didn’t have a strategy other than to let her 
know that I loved her and I wanted to see her succeed, 
and maybe even help her realize she didn’t have to 
fight her way through life. 


I began to gain Rees’s trust a bit as I praised her efforts 
in her studies and let her know that I was concerned 
when she wasn’t at school. I thought it would help her 
trust me more if I shared a little bit of my life, which 
included a challenging time I was presently going 
through. I told Rees that I was taking care of my mom, 
with whom I was very close, because she had 
advancing Alzheimer’s. I then got a glimpse into Rees’s 
life at home as she explained that she, too, was very 
close with her mom. I didn’t realize our conversation 


meant anything to Rees until a few weeks later when 
she asked if she could work with my mom for her 
community service project that was required of all of 
our students. For several days after school the two of 
them sat together and did crafts. My mom beamed with 
joy because she loved working with students, and my 
student’s eyes and heart began to soften. 


Love, through respect and a genuine interest in Rees’s 
life and education, helped me to chisel some necessary 
tough spots away to get at the heart of this amazing 
young woman who was hiding behind a past of hurt, 
loss, fighting, and betrayal. As a result, I watched her 
blossom as she began to develop appropriate social 
Skills, respect herself, and achieve academically. 


Mrs. Hipple said the positive change she witnessed in this 
student was based on love. We rarely hear the word Jove 
used in the context of educational strategies or best 
practices. In fact, some educators may be tempted to roll 
their eyes at the presentation of love as a premise for 
academic success. This may be a natural response, but we 
know that a correlation exists between connection or 
building relationships with our students, and academic 
achievement (Marzano, McNulty, & Waters, 2005; Pianta, 
2001). Furthermore, wouldn’t you agree that most 
relationships or connections between human beings are 
built on love? I’m not referring to romantic love, but this is 
where most of our minds go when we conjure up the 
meaning. Perhaps this is why educators hesitate to use the 
word Jove, at least professionally, that is. Yet the idea that 
approaching our students and colleagues from a place of 
love is the cornerstone for connection. 


Consider this: If love is the basis for our attitudes and our 
actions, it is a foundational platform on which to connect 
with the hearts of others in a promising and productive way. 
Unfortunately, many people tend to respond to life 
situations from a place of fear, as opposed to love. The 
emotion of fear leads to reservation, withdrawal, loneliness, 
depression, judgment, and anger; these are behaviors that 
do not foster relationship building, nor do they inspire 
effective teaching, engaged learning, productive citizens, or 
the academic achievement that tends to be the ultimate 
measure of a successful educational mission. 


Love, by contrast, does all these things, because it leads to 
kindness, acceptance, forgiveness, joy, and hope. If given 
the choice, most would choose love; however, in real-life 
situations it is often more natural to let fear control our 
responses. To focus on love, one must be intentional. To do 
this, we must use Jove as a verb, an action word. Fourteen- 
year-old Robby Novak, known to many as the Internet 
sensation Kid President, has articulated this concept quite 
well in his quest to encourage others to change the world. 
He says, “[I]t takes one person filled with love and they just 
have to live it out, and then that person is filled with love... 
and it goes on, and on and on” (Soul Pancake, 2013). 


It Must Start Within 


What does it look like to be filled with love and live it out? 
Well, I have to state the obvious: Jt must start within. If we 
do not love and care for ourselves, how can we possibly love 
and care for others? Please take a moment to think about 
how you choose to show yourself love. Do you take care of 
yourself? Do you honor yourself enough to carve out time to 
slow down, relax, and breathe? Do you exercise or 
meditate? Do you eat well? Do you surround yourself with 


people who make you better just by being in their 
presence? Do you think positively of yourself? Do you laugh 
enough? Do you allow yourself to cry when hurting? These 
are a few ways to show ourselves love. What do you do? 
Please jot down your thoughts in this regard (see Figure 
2.1). 


Figure 2.1 
( How do | show love to myself? \ 
X A 


‘ Thoughts: 
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Self-reflection can be challenging, yet it is something that 
we often ask our students to do, so it is important that we 
practice it ourselves. More than that, though, when we 
reflect, we can learn from ourselves and choose to grow. 
For example, if you had difficulty identifying how you show 
love for yourself, then you might do well to make some 
changes in your life. Take time to talk to a friend or family 
member to get an objective opinion of how you might 
develop this awareness. At the same time, if ideas flowed 
easily for you, then you are in a fantastic place to begin to 
sincerely show others love. In fact, this might come 
naturally. We show sincere love by practicing respect, 
offering kindness, and granting forgiveness. We also show 
love by having high expectations, as well as by providing 
boundaries, because in doing so we demonstrate that we 
believe in the ability of others to meet their potential and 
that, within our care, they will be safe. Finally, although it 
may seem obvious, once we sincerely and consistently show 
love, we can begin to use the word Jove. Yes, even in the 
world of education! 


We Showed Them by Our Actions 


When I was the administrator for an alternative education 
high school, every day when my students entered the 
building and every day on their way out the door, my staff 
and I would slap high fives, shake hands, and offer fist 
bumps as we said, “Good morning, we love you. We’re glad 
you’re here today!” Or “Good-bye. We love you! See you 
tomorrow!” Often, too, I would jump on each bus, before 
they pulled out to take our students home, just to say, “Oh, 


yy 
! 


and, one more thing ...I love you!” and all of our 
wonderfully tough, sometimes scarred, always hopeful 
students would shout back, “We love you too, Mrs. T!” If 
ever there was a new student, and often there was, he or 
she would look around the bus, like, “Have you all lost your 
minds?! Who is this crazy woman? And, did you really say, 
‘We love you’ back?” Inevitably a student would respond 
with, “I know, right? But just wait, you'll see.” And this was 
said with confidence, because our students did “see” our 
love every day. We showed them by our actions, and asa 
result, when we told them we loved them, they believed us. 
For some of them, hearing and believing that someone 
loved them happened only at school. Continuing to hear 
that they were loved, and continuing to see us demonstrate 
our love by our respecting them, holding them to high 
expectations, and helping them achieve their goals gave 
these students permission to begin to love themselves. This 
is an example of how, as Robby Novak says, love can be 
“lived out” at school. 


Living love can also become real when we simply make an 
effort to authentically connect with other human beings. 
Although many of us could say we know “how” to connect 
with others, I would suggest that we must also then admit 
that we sometimes get caught up in the demands of our 
jobs and we tend to forget the little things that help us show 
others that we care and that they matter. In the world of 
education today, every one of us, from superintendents to 
support staff, feels overwhelmed at times. And this feeling 
doesn’t seem to be slowing down or lessening any time 
soon. Expectations and requirements continue to increase 
for educators while the amount of time we have to meet 
these challenges stays the same. Yet we can’t lose sight of 
the human beings who are the students behind test scores 
or subpopulations, nor those who are staff members behind 
stacks of papers or ineffective evaluations. We will find 


more meaning and fulfillment in our vocations when we 
take just a moment to be human: by greeting students as 
they arrive at school and using their names while doing so 
or by stopping a colleague in the hall to check in and say 
hello. Every act of connecting with the human beings in our 
midst can relieve our feelings of being overwhelmed, 
increase student achievement, and improve the general 
school climate. 


7 Keys to Connection 


Focusing on the following 7 Keys to Connection will help 
you to be conscientious in your efforts to connect: 


7 Keys to Connection 


. Stop 

. Look 

. Ask 

. Listen 

. Smile Authentically 

. Connect Kinesthetically 
. Believe Intentionally 





Stop, Look, Ask, and Listen 


Keys 1-4: The first four keys—stop, look, ask, and listen— 
actually go together. It’s imperative that we take time to 
stop when we encounter another person, Jook them in the 
eye, and ask, “How are you?” or any other question... and 
then, listen for the answer. Think about it. How many of us 
use “Hi, how are you?” as a greeting that really just means 
“Hi”? Almost ALL of us!! We walk by someone quickly, say 
“Hi, how are you?” and we keep walking! We don’t really 
care how they are, or if we do, we are not showing it by our 
actions, not if we keep walking. 


This epiphany came to me when I was forced to slow down 
a few years ago while enduring intensive treatment for 
Lyme disease. Normally, Iam in “go” mode all of the time. I 
have so much energy, that I move fast, and loudly, 
everywhere. In fact, a student would often catch me in the 
hall as I was striding from point a to point b. Said student 
would say, “Mrs. T, I have a question.” And my inevitable 
response would be, “Walk with me, I have an answer!” And, 
on we would go! 


Close Your Tabs 


It wasn’t just my body that moved fast. My mind, too, was 
on the go. My husband used an analogy once that fit me toa 
t. He said, “Babe, you have too many tabs open.” Confused, 
and likely a bit defensive, I asked what he meant by that. He 
explained, “Your mind is like a computer with about 20 tabs 
open at the same time and you keep going back and forth 
between the tabs. You need to shut it down .. . close your 
tabs.” It was like a lightbulb turned on for me. He was 
absolutely right! In fact, now, when he can tell that my mind 
is racing with ideas or things to be done, he will say, “Close 
your tabs!” It has become an endearing joke, but there is a 
seriousness about it that I need to take to heart. And 
although at my husband’s urging, I attempted to close my 
tabs every once in a while, it wasn’t until I got so sick, and 
didn’t have the energy to move so fast, that I took time to 
appreciate the peace that I found in being still. I realized 
then that it is wonderful that I am filled with energy and 
enthusiasm, especially as a high school principal. Yet if I 
don’t take time to actually stop long enough to sincerely 
acknowledge a student, or a colleague, by looking him or 
her in the eye, with interest and intentional compassion, 
then my enthusiasm will have no meaning. 


So, when you ask someone at school, “How are you?” be 
sure you stop to listen for the answer. In doing so, you will 
authentically connect. The same is true of relationships with 
fellow staff members, family members, colleagues, friends, 
and neighbors. Taking time to stop, look, ask, and listen will 
lead to renewed relationships based on sincerity and 
intention. By focusing diligently on these four simple words, 
you can help create a school community and a community in 
your world outside of work, in which all people feel a sense 
of belonging based on genuine compassion and interest. 
Don’t expect these four keys to become automatic. Instead, 
use them as often as you can and be mindful in as many 
interactions throughout the day as possible. You will begin 
to see the positive difference in yourself, as well as in those 
around you. There will be times when you forget and say 
only, “Hi, how are you?” and then move on without waiting 
for a response. When you realize what you’ve done, telling 
yourself later, “Oops, I didn’t stop to listen” or “I had too 
many tabs open,” consider it a step in the learning process. 
Once you become aware that you’re not stopping to listen, 
but want to, it will be easier the next time to take the 
action. 


Smiling Contributes to Happiness 


Key 5: Key 5 is inspired by the Dalai Lama (2013). He 
suggests that a crucial part of daily living is to smile with 
genuine affection. If you are conscientious about your smile, 
it will start in your heart and shine through your eyes. Not 
only will you feel the difference, but so will the person on 
the receiving end of your smile. Shawn Achor (2010), 
author of The Happiness Advantage, explains that when 
people are partnered and one is asked to show absolutely 
no emotion, while the other is asked to look into his or her 
partner’s eyes and genuinely smile, the person who was to 


show no emotion invariably smiles. One just can’t keep from 
smiling back. The best part however, according to Achor, is 
that smiling contributes to happiness. He suggests that, 
“{s]miling ... tricks your brain into thinking you’re happy, 
so it starts producing the neurochemicals that actually do 
make you happy” (p. 206). What a gift it is to connect with 
others by smiling and, in doing so, creating an opportunity 
for them, and for you, to experience joy! 


Make Contact at the Doorway 


Key 6: Key 6 may seem contrary to what we continue to 
hear in the world of education today, but it is important and, 
thus, should be put into context. We must connect 
kinesthetically. I realize that, as educators, we are directed 
continually not to touch kids, especially in the realm of 
special education. Obviously, as professionals, we must 
respect rules that protect our students, as well their needs 
for personal space. Furthermore, there may be people with 
whom we interact in the workplace or community who for 
religious, cultural, or experiential reasons react negatively 
to physical touch, and we must respect this response. In 
this case, if actual touch is out of the question, then use 
proximity. Touch something that the person you are relating 
to is also touching, like a desk or chair, anything to 
demonstrate that connection is important. 


At the same time, in most cases, a hand shake, high five, a 
fist bump, or some type of appropriate touch as a greeting 
or celebration will help you to connect. If every teacher 
took an extra five minutes to personally greet each student 
as he or she entered through the classroom doorway with a 
smile and perhaps a fist bump, it might save instructional 
time, because the students would feel acknowledged and 
cared about daily! Many of the classroom management 


issues teachers deal with on a regular basis have to do with 
a need for attention. Some students have not received a 
great deal of positive attention in their lives and therefore 
will act out negatively with the hope of being noticed. 
However, if these students are recognized positively at the 
beginning of every day or class period, you likely can 
minimize student discipline issues within the classroom, 
because the students are receiving positive attention 
immediately. 


We are making an important connection when we make 
contact at the doorway, using this time as an opportunity to 
smile, look each student in the eye, and perhaps share a 
quick personal greeting. This effort will start the class 
period on a positive and encouraging note. It will also allow 
us to notice if a particular student seems down-and-out sad, 
ready-to-blow angry, or can’t-stay-seated restless, giving us 
valuable information before proceeding with our 
interactions and instruction for the day. 


Find Something, One Thing, You Can 
Believe In 


Key 7: Finally, we must believe in our students, as well as 
our colleagues, intentionally. Intentionality is essential, 
because often the people with whom we are attempting to 
connect may not believe in themselves. Find something, one 
thing, you can believe in about them, and this will help you 
to connect because, ultimately, it may lead them to believe 
in themselves, too. As an administrator who worked in 
alternative education, I interacted with a majority of 
students who had not been successful in their previous 
schools. In their own minds, for whatever reason, they saw 
themselves as failures. So, when our students would say, “I 
can’t,” or “There’s no way,” or “You just don’t understand,” 


my staff and I would find something that we could believe in 
for them. Even if it was initially difficult to come up with a 
strength, we would take a dominant behavior trait and turn 
it into something positive. Their stubbornness, for example, 
we Saw as determination, or their anger, as passion. For 
example, a student who was always arguing to get his point 
across, would elicit this type of response from a teacher: 
“Johnny, I love your perseverance. You know what you want 
and that quality will take you far in life. However, we need 
to work together on fighting for what you want ina 
respectful way.” When we let our students know that we 
saw a Strength within them, we connect with a small piece 
of them they didn’t even realize existed. Whatever it was we 
found to believe in, my staff and I would tell our kids, “We 
believe in you, regardless! So, grab on to our belief, until 
you can begin to believe in yourself.” And, eventually, they 
did! 


I Didn’t Know I Was Smart 


I remember one student in particular, McKayla, an 
incredibly special young woman. She came to us as at the 
beginning of her senior year in high school. She had been 
homeless and had difficulty fitting in at the traditional high 
school. She was certain that she would not graduate unless 
she changed schools. From the moment she stepped on our 
campus, she worked diligently and kept her eye on 
graduation. And it paid off. As the year drew to a close, 
McKayla’s name rose to the top of the list as the graduating 
class’s valedictorian. I remember calling her into my office 
with another staff member who was a mentor to her. I was 
so excited to surprise her with the news and expected her 
to jump up and down with joy. Instead, she covered her face 
with her hands as tears rolled down her cheeks. Then she 
looked at us silently for a moment, her face red and filled 


with disbelief. She said, “I didn’t know I was smart.” Our 
response in unison was, “We did!” We all laughed and 
celebrated together, and McKayla finally believed. 


There may be adults in our lives, too—colleagues, 
employees, or employers—who struggle with their 
confidence or sense of self. Paying someone a compliment 
or verbally recognizing a positive behavior or trait will help 
a person begin to acknowledge his or her own worth and 
feel valued by others. It will also open the door to positive 
communication and genuine connection. 


Please take time to consider the 7 Keys to Connection and 
acknowledge at least one way in which you will make a 
concerted effort to connect with others in a meaningful way. 





The 7 Keys to Connection 


With students: 


With friends or family: 
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When we sincerely connect with others, motivated by our 
desire to love human beings in a committed and intentional 
way, we light a spark that helps people begin to experience 
happiness and believe in themselves. This spark can ignite 
hope that leads to social, emotional, and academic 
development. 


Social, Emotional, and Academic 
Development—A Comprehensive 
Process 


So, what exactly is social, emotional, and academic 
development (SEAD)? It is a comprehensive process by 
which specific skills and competencies are modeled, taught, 
and embedded into classroom and schoolwide norms. These 
noncognitive skills and competencies can include the ability 
to understand and manage emotions; demonstrate empathy 
and an appreciation for diversity; establish and maintain 
relationships; and make responsible decisions, including 
setting and achieving goals. The Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) created 
a systemic framework that defines these competencies as 
self-awareness, selfmanagement, social awareness, 
relationship skills, and responsible decision making. 


According to the Aspen Institute National Commission on 
Social, Emotional, and Academic Development (2017a), 
schools have significant influence over SEAD in the realm of 
understanding, modeling, and teaching necessary skills and 
behaviors. As such, when social and emotional learning 
(SEL) is fully integrated into the educational system, it has 
proven to have a positive effect on academic achievement, 
graduation outcomes, and workplace readiness. 


Academics and the Well-Being of 
Students Improve 


Researchers from the University of Loyola, Chicago, found 
that when evidence-based social and emotional learning is 
programmed properly, both academics and the well-being 
of students improve (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & 


Schellinger, 2011). Their meta-analysis of 213 studies 
involving more than 270,000 students demonstrated that 
those who participated in evidence-based SEL programs 
showed an 11-percentile-point gain in academic 
achievement compared with those who did not. Students 
also demonstrated improved attitudes about self and others 
and positive classroom behavior. Reduced risks for failure 
were also evidenced by a decrease in conduct problems and 
emotional distress. Another study found that SEL programs 
implemented with fidelity can lead to better life outcomes, 
saving as much as $11 for every one dollar invested on 
social spending (Belfield et al., 2015). These statistics 
support district issues and initiatives across the nation: 
improving test scores, decreasing discipline issues, and 
improving mental health, all while saving the district 
money! 


In the next five chapters, we will delve deeper into the 
competencies identified by CASEL, as well as various 
noncognitive skills, equity considerations, ideas of thought, 
and practical strategies that correlate with each 
competency. We will explore social and emotional learning 
within the context of school climate, academic integration, 
and explicit instruction. As educators or stakeholders within 
the school community, we can benefit from learning more 
about social, emotional, and academic development in our 
efforts to connect with the hearts of our students and each 
other as we put love into action. 


Chapter 2 Study Questions 
For Professional Learning Communities, 
SEAD/SEL Courses, or Book Study Groups 


1. What do you notice about the two hierarchies in Figure 2.2? The Start 
With the Heart Hierarchy is built on the idea of Maslow’s Hierarchy 
and with the understanding that most of our students’ safety and 
physiological needs are met while they are at school. What would be 
the benefit of embracing a Start With the Heart Hierarchy? 





Figure 2.2 


Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Start With the Heart Hierarchy 





y Love/Belonging 





Safety 








Physiological Needs 





2. How do you “live love” throughout your workday? 

3. What was your reaction to the suggestion to connect kinesthetically? 
What are your beliefs in this regard? 

4. What tabs do you have open that hinder you from being emotionally 
and physically present? Why is it sometimes difficult to close your 
tabs? At the same time, how does keeping multiple tabs open affect 
you and those closest to you? 

5. Do you have any implicit or explicit biases that might interfere with 
your ability to believe in your students? 

6. How do you acknowledge your belief in your students? 

7. What would you feel if you entered a room of colleagues, including 
your supervisor, and no one acknowledged you? How do you think 
students feel when the same thing happens to them? 

8. Based on the statistics related to social and emotional learning 
impacting student outcomes, was there a statistic that resonated 
with you? Please explain. 
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Self-Awareness 


Who am I? This is a challenging question for adults to 
answer, let alone kids. But it is an essential question. Earlier 
in the book, we discussed that what really matters in life is 
the people, not the things. Furthermore, as people, it is who 
we are that matters, not what we do. People who are self- 
aware tend to be able to answer the question “Who am I?” 
more easily. Do you know who you are? I’m not referring to 
your job title, although this is how we commonly answer the 
question, as if our profession completely defines us. For 
example, when I am asked, “Who are you?” it is easy for me 
to say, “I am a retired principal” or “I am an educational 
consultant.” But those responses do not define who I am, 
they are whatI do. Don’t get me wrong, I chose my vocation 
purposefully. I do what I do because of who I am. Yet in 
order to truly understand this and delve deeper into the 
essence of who I really am, I must assess my emotions and 
abilities, my sense of self. As we pursue this idea, it might 
be helpful for you to delve deeper too. If we are going to 
understand self-awareness in the context of our students, 
we must be open and willing to connect with our own 
awareness of self. 


Self-awareness is a competency that can be defined as 


the ability to accurately recognize one’s own emotions, 
thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior. 
The ability to accurately assess one’s strengths and 
limitations, with a well-grounded sense of confidence, 


optimism, and a “growth mindset” (Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2018). 


What Is Really Going on Here? 


Recognizing one’s emotions; accurately assessing one’s 
strengths and values; practicing self-efficacy; and having a 
positive, growth mindset are all important components of 
self-awareness in and of themselves. However, each 
component is also interrelated and builds on the others. To 
maintain congruence, our exploration of self-awareness 
should start with identifying one’s emotions, but that’s not 
always easy to do. Emotions can be confusing! Positive 
emotions tend to be straightforward. If we are excited, 
eager, or happy, we can usually identify what we are feeling 
and understand the cause of such emotion. Negative 
emotions, by contrast, are not so easy to identify. For me, 
regardless of what I am feeling, if it is negative, my “go to 
place” is anger. Anger just seems so much easier to deal 
with than sadness, hopelessness, or desperation. I have 
difficulty recognizing when I do this. I know that I am angry, 
I just don’t know why, because anger was likely not my 
original feeling. Fortunately, my husband helps me keep it 
real. When he asks, “What is really going on here?” it tends 
to click and I can better identify what I am really feeling. 
And when I actually identify my emotion, the behavior that 
follows is more thoughtful. For example, if I am sad, but it 
comes out as mad, I am more likely to initiate an argument 
with my husband or demonstrate impatience with a 
student. However, if I take a deep breath, think about what 
I am actually feeling and why, I am more likely to be more 
patient with myself, but also with others. In fact, it may even 
cause me to be more empathetic and understanding. 


It reasons that if emotions are challenging for us to identify 
as adults and professionals, it may be true of our students, 
as well. If, like me, and maybe you, our students learn to put 
a name to their emotions, perhaps they’ll learn to be more 
empathetic and understanding too. In turn, this may foster 
a more positive and accepting class climate and, therefore, 
improved class management. We know that effective 
classroom management helps us maximize our instructional 
time, which benefits all. So, let’s pursue this idea of 
identifying emotions. 


With our youngest students, it begins with putting words to 
feelings. A simple feeling chart can be posted in the room 
for easy reference to support one-on-one conferencing, 
class discussions, or writing prompts. Even our youngest 
learners are familiar with emojis. Printing a poster using 
various emojis and then working together as a class to 
determine what feeling or emotion each “face” represents 
allows students to designate a common class language, and 
it also provides a reference for individual expression or 
whole-class problem solving. 


If it is necessary to collect data on a particular student’s 
behavior, this idea can be modified so that some of the 
emojis are listed in a straight line from negative (i.e., angry) 
to positive (i.e., happy). This can also be done with colors 
designated to represent various emotions. To operationalize 
the data, you can place a ruler under the emotion line and 
convert to inches, or centimeters, the emotion the student 
chooses on a given day or at a specific time. These data 
points can be tracked to measure how often a student is 
experiencing specific emotions. Emojis could also be used in 
an elementary school classroom during a read aloud, with 
the teacher using the emoji chart to help students identify 
how a specific character may be feeling and why. 


Provide Students With an Emotional 
Rating Scale 


I have found that older students also benefit from 
identifying and expressing their emotions. For them, 
however, it is more about the need for a system that allows 
them to be as productive as possible as learners. When a 
student comes into the room carrying a heavy emotional 
load, his or her open-mindedness to learning may be 
compromised. The same is true for a teacher. Preoccupation 
with a burden of mind or heart can negatively influence the 
teacher’s instruction. All members of a class, from the 
teacher and support staff to the students, need to work 
together in order for the climate of the classroom to 
promote engagement, safety, and learning. Yet on any given 
day, one person in the class may bring an emotion into the 
room that disrupts the learning of all. I have found it helpful 
as a teacher and leader to provide students with an 
emotional rating system that allows them to communicate 
whether they are having a really good day on an emotional 
level, or a really bad one. This strategy is based on a 
continuum of numbers from one to five and serves as a 
check-in for student to nonverbally communicate if they are 
in a negative (1) or positive (5) emotional space. 


For this strategy to be most effective, emotions that would 
qualify as negative, positive, or somewhere in the middle 
must be established. For example, students may brainstorm 
in small groups or as a whole class to identify emotions that 
might be identified by the number one. They might suggest 
that a “1” should indicate feelings such as angry, depressed, 
hopeless, volatile, or anguish. A “5,” by contrast, might be 
determined to depict emotions such as happy, peaceful, 
excited, or hopeful. Curious, bored, uncertain, sad, or 
anxious may fall somewhere in the middle. To put the scale 


into practice, an administrator, a counselor, or a teacher 
might say to an individual or a class as a whole, “Show me 
your number.” Students then hold up the number of fingers 
that indicate their level on the continuum of negative to 
positive emotional states of being. (It is important, 
especially when this process is new to students, that they 
hold their hands close to their chest to promote emotional 
safety and a more authentic sign. The closer the hand is 
held to the body, the more likely only the adult requesting 
the signal will observe the message.) 


Like the emoji symbols for younger students, the numerical 
rating scale provides a common language for older students 
and also gives them an outlet for emotional worries. I also 
find it helpful because, without a detailed discussion (which 
might occur at a more appropriate time), I am able to know 
at the beginning of the day or class period where I need to 
show compassion, share excitement, or practice patience. 
For many students, having the opportunity to acknowledge 
their feelings without an inquisition or conversation helps 
them to relax in the knowledge that an adult is aware and 
cares, which helps them to be more open and willing to take 
part in class as a responsible student. 


At the same time, other class norms should be put into 
place to provide an opportunity before the end of class for 
any student who rated their emotional state as a “1” to 
write to the teacher about it, request time to arrange to see 
the school counselor or social worker, or make a plan to 
improve his or her rating. In addition to an awareness of 
mandatory reporting requirements, there should always be 
a class system in place that enables students to seek 
support and guidance if they are feeling low due toa 
situation that includes neglect, abuse, or any other 
experience that might lead them to hurt themselves or 
others. 


Who Am I? 


When we can recognize and acknowledge our emotions or 
feelings, we will be more able to have an accurate self- 
perception, thus allowing us to better answer the “Who am 
I?” question. The prose in Figure 3.1 was written by a 
perceptive sixteen-year-old student. 


Figure 3.1 





Who Am I? 


| am compassionate. | care about people, the environment, and animals, and | care 
about the welfare of all of those things. | am motivated now, and | know that | 
want to be a motivated adult. As much as | hope to change it, | also know that... 


1am selfish. | wish | could figure out how to be motivated without 
being selfish. 


lam a reader and a writer. | love words and know that behind every word and 
opinion is someone’s own thoughts, judgements, loves, or fears. So really, 
1 am inquisitive. 


| am independent. | don’t want to be held down by anything in the future. | want to 
go where | want to go and do what | want to do. | want to see and experience as much 
as | can, so | know that | have to make choices today that will help me to get there. 


But, sometimes, | am a follower. This has gotten me in trouble and it is not 
who | want to be. It seems weird that | can be independent and a follower at 
the same time, but | am. So, | guess... 


| am confused. 


Mostly though, | want to be happy. | don’t know if it is who | am right now, 
but it is who | want to be. 


—Sarah, 16 








This student had the ability and wherewithal to assess her 
identity. In an effort to understand the thinking process ofa 
student in your classroom, try to do the following exercise 
as if you were a student—but please use the emotions as 


they pertain to you. You can write in any style you choose, 
but begin with “Iam... .” 


Put Yourself in a Student’s Shoes 


Tam 
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After rereading what you wrote, notice: Were you easily 
able to identify emotions and/or traits that describe who 
you are as a person, or did you struggle to identify qualities 
to explain yourself? Our students fall into both categories. 
Regardless of age, some of our students know who they are 
and are able to articulate this with conviction. For others, 
this exercise is a challenge, but it is an important one 
because if our students can use words to describe traits or 
qualities that identify who they are as people, then they will 
become more self-aware as individuals. 


Just Grab on to My Belief, Until You 
Believe in Yourself 


The act of describing oneself is actually an exercise in which 
we begin to assess (an assessment not connected to test 
scores, thank goodness!) our individual strengths. 
Appraising our strengths in the form of virtues, abilities, 
and positive character traits contributes a positive 
awareness of self. Look back to what you just wrote about 
who you are as a person. Did you notice words you used to 
describe yourself that might be considered strengths? If so, 
list them here: 


If not, what might that tell you about yourself? Please list at 
least one lesson learned about yourself by doing this 
exercise in terms of describing yourself and assessing your 
personal strengths: 


Use this exercise to engage in a conversation with your 
students. Classroom activities and conversations that 
encourage students to identify strengths in themselves and 
each other can help you to create balanced sets for small 
group learning. These same conversations can also provide 
opportunities for students to be reflective and may inspire 
the recognition of a trait or skill that contributes to the 
betterment of the class as a whole, as well as to self- 
confidence in the individual. 


As teachers and leaders, we need to recognize the 
strengths, or potential strengths, we see in our students 
and acknowledge these strengths on a regular basis as a 
means to improve students’ self-perception. Remember 
McKayla’s story from Chapter 2? She had earned the role of 
school valedictorian, yet she didn’t believe she was smart. 
She said she didn’t know. For some of our students, we 
need to believe in them until they begin to believe in 
themselves. I can’t tell you how many times a student has 
said, “Mrs. T. I can’t do it. I just don’t have what it takes,” 
and I have responded, “Yes, you do. You may not believe it 
yet, but I believe. So, you can just grab on to my belief in 
you, until you believe in yourself.” My staff maintained the 
same philosophy and repeated the same words every time a 
student expressed doubt in his or her abilities. And with 


that simple expression of encouragement, eventually, a light 
goes on in the eyes of a child who lacks total self 
confidence. It may be dim at first but can ultimately grow to 
be bright and strong. One student who stands out in my 
mind and heart said to his mentor teacher upon graduation, 
“Thank you. You knew I could do it, even when I didn’t. 
There were so many times I wanted to tell you that you 
were wrong (and I did!), but look at me now!” 


We Play a Role in Helping Our 
Students Develop Stick-to-It-iveness 


As we recognize the significance of believing in our 
students in order to foster self-confidence, and telling them 
over and over of our belief in them, it is important to 
delineate between self-confidence and self-esteem. In the 
context of social and emotional learning, self-confidence is 
the capacity to recognize and assert an accurate sense of 
self. To the contrary, esteem is most generally defined as 
“high regard” with selfesteem being a high-regard of self. 
For decades, research and social movements have 
promoted empowering children to develop a high self- 
esteem. Unfortunately, this emphasis on unqualified self- 
esteem disregards providing children with the ability to 
develop an accurate perception of self, recognizing and 
accepting their skill level or prowess at various sports, 
academic achievements, or levels of talent in the arts. An 
accurate self-perception provides students with the ability 
to identify strengths, as well as areas in which they struggle 
or are Challenged. This is the key to self-awareness, and the 
key to building self-confidence. To be able to identify areas 
in need of improvement will actually nurture resiliency and 
promote skills that will enhance a child’s life within school, 
family, and community and help to define the child’s 
identity. 


In her book Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance, 
Angela Duckworth (2016) explains that: 


Identity influences every aspect of our character, but it 
has special relevance to grit. Often, the critical gritty- 
or-not decisions we make—to get up one more time; to 
stick it out through this miserable, exhausting summer; 
to run five miles with our teammates when on our own 
we might only run three—are a matter of identity more 
than anything else. Often, our passion and 
perseverance do not spring from a cold, calculating 
analysis of costs and benefits of alternatives. Rather, the 
source of our strength is the person we know ourselves 
to be. (pp. 247-248) 


Duckworth brings us back to the “Who am I?” question. We 
have pursued the answer to this question with 
acknowledgment of the importance of identifying and 
recognizing emotions and strengths. Yet, if identity has 
special relevance to grit, then it is equally important that 
we play a role in helping our students develop “stick-to-it- 
iveness,” or perseverance, when it comes to frustration, 
defeat, or discouragement. An accurate sense of self 
includes an awareness of our personality traits and 
behaviors that hinder our positive personal growth and 
deter our likelihood of finding fulfillment or success in 
school, and in life. Fortunately, school is a natural venue for 
developing conscientious self-reflection. Within our schools 
and the climate of our classrooms, we can ask our students 
to reflect upon personal thoughts, behaviors, or habits in 
need of improvement. 


By simply asking our students to identify a negative emotion 
or behavior, such as apathy, inflexibility, or opposition, 


within themselves that tends to impede rather than support 
them to be productive and effective in their interactions 
with others and in pursuit of their goals, we empower our 
students to take action to better themselves. This reflection 
can, in fact, be the first step in creating positive change. 
School itself, from the classroom, the lunch room, and 
recess, to after school clubs and sports, provides ample 
opportunity to practice improving self-awareness. Just think 
of the things that might come up: impatience, frustration, 
negativity, fear, or passivity. Productive class discussions in 
which norms are established that promote listening and 
collaborative problem-solving can help students to 
acknowledge an area in which they desire to improve as 
well as identify daily opportunities to work on said 
improvement. For example, if a student is quick to grow 
frustrated (an emotion), he might be asked to identify what 
situations trigger this feeling most often and then 
determine a more positive, constructive response to 
frustration. Or if a student is inflexible (a behavior), she 
might be asked to choose between two options that will 
promote forward movement. These may be limited choices 
determined by the teacher, ideas suggested by small group 
discussion to support the student’s growth, or notions that 
are self-determined through a designated reflection period. 


It may initially seem that this type of conversation or 
process will take time away from instruction, but I have 
found in my own experience in the classroom, and in 
observations of quality instructional practice, that teachers 
can gain instructional time by facilitating productive 
discourse in the realm of self-awareness. Students who are 
more self-aware tend to be able to better manage their 
emotions. As we will address in Chapter 4, selfmanagement 
skills promote effective classroom management and a more 
positive class climate. Educators know well that classroom 
management can make or break opportunities for learning, 


because if a teacher is distracted or interrupted by 
inappropriate classroom behaviors, then instruction can be 
delayed, fractured, or convoluted. Hence, when students 
begin to develop self-awareness— identifying emotions and 
personality traits, and then choosing options for moving 
forward—classroom climate becomes more productive and 
everyone wins. 


Disappointment Can Serve as a 
Facilitator of Thought 


Furthermore, students who are aware of their strengths 
and their areas in need of improvement tend to be more 
confident and able to demonstrate self-efficacy. According 
to Albert Bandura (1998), “Perceived self-efficacy is defined 
as people’s beliefs about their capabilities to produce 
designated levels of performance that exercise influence 
over events that affect their lives. Self-efficacy beliefs 
determine how people feel, think, motivate themselves and 
behave.” A strong sense of self-efficacy can help our 
students to set and achieve goals, thereby enhancing 
opportunities for accomplishment and success as learners 
and, ultimately, as productive citizens. As with any skill 
development, students become self-aware and develop their 
self-confidence and self-efficacy at varying rates. Although 
many of our students achieve self-efficacy with little 
practice, others take much longer to reach this goal. Some 
lack the confidence to achieve intended results. Others 
have difficulty setting goals because they don’t have prior 
experiences with which to connect emotionally. 
Neuroscientist Mary Helen Immordino-Yang contends that 
traditional experts supposed that “high-level cognition is 
purely rational and that emotion comes along and messes it 
up” (quoted in Varlas, 2018, para. 3). Rather, she suggests, 
our thoughts are actually controlled by our emotions. 


Immordino-Yang says, “Emotions drive not just our desire to 
solve a problem, but also the access to the memory that 
allows us to make sense of that problem” (Varlas, 2018, 
para. 5). If our students do not have prior experience with 
setting and achieving goals, we must provide opportunities 
for this to take place in our schools. 


An experience that helps students to set and achieve goals 
might be as basic as an all-school reading challenge in 
which students compete against each other by establishing 
goals to see who reads the most books in a given amount of 
time. Practice with goal-setting and achievement can also 
occur in specific classrooms by asking students to write a 
personal daily learning goal at the beginning of each class 
period as an activity starter, and then giving them two 
minutes at the end of the period to share the goal and their 
sense or level of accomplishment as a ticket to leave. If they 
have achieved their goal, they will have a feeling of triumph 
from which to draw motivation in the future. If they fall 
short of reaching their goal, they may feel disappointed. But 
even this disappointment is valuable, as it can serve as a 
facilitator of thought. Perhaps it will be a catalyst for 
students to assess and problem-solve how they might find 
success in meeting their goal the following day. 


We Can Encourage Them to Find 
Their Strengths 


The good news is that with self-awareness and self- 
confidence, self-efficacy can be developed. A phenomenal 
example of a person who demonstrates such confidence is 
that of pastor, author, and motivational speaker Nick Vujicic 
(2018). Nick, who was born without arms or legs, shares a 
message of hope with audiences across the globe, 
particularly in schools. He acknowledges that the 


confidence he has today developed as he grew. In fact, as a 
child he was depressed and even contemplated suicide. Yet, 
he had people in his life, including his parents, teachers, 
and pastors, who encouraged and challenged him. 
Eventually, he began to believe in himself. He became 
confident, hopeful, and outgoing. We can be part of that 
network of support for our students. We can encourage 
them to find their strengths. Instead of focusing on what 
they cannot do, we can encourage them to focus on what 
they can do. Like Nick, when our students can recognize 
their strengths, they will begin to believe in themselves, and 
their confidence is likely to grow. Showing a video clip of 
Nick in action is a great tool to give students an enlightened 
perspective. According to Landmark School Outreach 
(2018), “[R]ecent research suggests that by believing you 
are capable of something, you help yourself on the path to 
achieving it.” 


Finally, people with a healthy sense of self-awareness are 
cognizant of how their emotions, words, and behaviors 
affect others. I remember seeing a video clip online ofa 
baby elephant who wanted to sit on the lap of a tourist. The 
elephant nudged her to the ground and then gently (for an 
elephant, that is) attempted to get as close to her as 
possible, draping his front legs over her legs and when that 
wasn’t close enough, stretching out across the tourist’s 
body, as she fell back into the mud laughing with joy. This 
tourist demonstrated the ultimate sense of self-awareness, 
by being completely in the moment and expressing joy in 
having such a hysterical encounter. The baby elephant, too, 
can teach us a valuable lesson. He can remind us of the 
importance of being well-grounded enough in our own 
strengths and abilities so as not to intrude on another’s 
beliefs, experiences, or, in the little elephant’s case, the 
human’s personal space. 


Part of being self-aware is knowing when to be still, be 
quiet, or step back. Had the tourist expressed fear or 
anxiety, rather than joy, perhaps the elephant would not 
have been so indulgent. This is something to remember 
when we interact with our students as we practice our own 
awareness skills, but we will also do well to teach this skill, 
as a way to demonstrate respect for others. Ultimately, 
increasing self-awareness and practicing skills associated 
with this competency can be a foundation and extended 
context for selfmanagement, social awareness, relationship 
skills, and responsible decision making. 


I hope that, as you have read this chapter, you have 
encountered ideas and reminders that help you to better 
understand your own sense of self-awareness and the 
importance of helping our students to understand, develop, 
and practice the competency of self-awareness. As you think 
about modeling and teaching this skill, and embedding it 
into whatever role you serve in working with young people, 
please consider that the true experts in this field are our 
students. 


While writing this book, I asked students of all ages to share 
what they would like their principals, teachers, counselors, 
and anyone who worked with them at school to know about 
them in regard to each specific social and emotional 
learning competency. I also asked them to suggest any 
strategies they felt would be helpful to educators who were 
teaching these skills in their classrooms or supporting a 
schoolwide implementation of SEL. I hope you find their 
insight valuable and applicable to the work that you do in 
schools. 





What You Should Know .. . Self-Awareness 


Straight From the Hearts of Students 


e | know what | feel. | need someone to just listen, hear me out, and 
when | am done speaking, | will be ready to listen to advice. 

e | don’t try to act mean, but sometimes | do because | don’t want 
you to know that lots of the time, | just don’t understand. 

e / need you to tell me the truth. One thing that | am aware of is 
that | know when an adult is not being honest. 

e | know what I am feeling. Don't try to tell me otherwise. 

e / get embarrassed if | have to read out loud because | know that | 
am not very good at it. 

e /am very self-confident, and | need my teachers to understand 
this and challenge me. 

e | believe that self-awareness is a personal topic, and I’d have to 
feel very comfortable with my teacher and class before I'd talk 
about my feelings. 

e | personally like to think that |! am self-aware and that | 
understand myself. But I also know that in three years | will look 
back on myself now and think, “Wow, was | really that naive?” 

e !am not comfortable showing emotions, so | half-smile when | am 
happy and have a straight face at everything else. 

e /am very confident in my school work, but |! am uncomfortable 
when | have to work with others. I’m afraid that | will be left out or 
that no one will talk to me. 

e | don’t let out my emotions. It scares me. Sometimes | think | will 
start crying and 1 won't be able to stop. 

e | don't think that |! am good at anything. 

e | believe in myself, and | try to tell my friends to believe in 
themselves too. We all have something we are good at. 





As you read these messages from students, perhaps you 
could identify a student you know who might have 
expressed emotions similar to one of those expressed here. 
If so, with the knowledge you have today or the insight 
gained from reading these messages, please describe a way 
you might have changed your interaction with this student 
or with an entire class in order to help him or her or them 
to develop the competency of self-awareness: 


In addition to students telling us what they want us to know 
about themselves, they also offer suggestions to help us, as 
educators, help them to develop and improve their self 
awareness skills. As you review the suggestions from 
students, highlight two or three that resonate with you. 





Suggestions From Students... Self-Awareness 


e Encourage students to be themselves. Let them share what they 
are good at. 

e Be honest with your students, but do it in a way that is kind. 

e Try to connect to students on a personal level. Share with them 
about a time when you felt disappointed, afraid, or unsure, and it 
will help them to know that it is okay for them to feel that way, 
too. 

e Give students experiences in class where they can step out of 
their comfort zone. But make it safe by making sure that nobody 
laughs or puts anybody down. 

e Tell students it is okay to fail as long as they try again. You can 
even give students a chance to do this in class and let them talk 
about what they learned from failing. 

e Always give students opportunities to try new things. It helps 
them if they can share how it feels to do this. Some of them are 
afraid or unsure. 

e Try to pull students up. Encourage all of them, even if some area 
pain in class. 

e Provide a little bit of time every day to allow students to just 
think. Not every student would adjust to this, but for some who 
maybe feel stress or want to know themselves better, this time 
would help them to become more self-aware. Then, they could 
write or share with others about what they were thinking. 

e Teach different character traits and ask students which ones they 
feel are important. Let them talk about what they believe, but 
make sure everyone listens and is respectful. 

e Try to give students real-life examples of why it is important to be 
self-aware. Show them video clips or play music that they can 


talk about. They need to know that it is important to know what 
they feel and what might happen if they don’t talk about their 
emotions. They also need to know how knowing what their 
strengths and weaknesses are will help them to be better 
students. 

e Make a lesson that lets students show a talent they have or 
demonstrate a strength, even if it has nothing to do with school. 
You can still talk about how that skill might help students in their 
studies. 





List below some strategies that you might use to foster the 
suggestions you highlighted or to correct a current 
instructional practice that inhibits the suggestion. If you 
have difficulty thinking of strategies on your own, use the 
space below to brainstorm potential strategies with a 
colleague. You might consider what would be the time-cost 
benefit or how you might tweak a current lesson to embed 
one of the suggested strategies. 


e Student suggestion: 


Thank you for taking the time to process these messages 
and suggestions from students. Please reflect on this 
chapter and consider one reminder, new thought, or 
specific suggestion that resonated for you, personally or 
professionally. In the specific context you choose (personal 
or professional), I’d like to conclude this chapter with an 
opportunity for you to share one behavior, action, or 
instructional tactic that you will start, one that you will stop, 
and one that you will continue in regard to self-awareness: 





Start, Stop, Continue . . . Self-Awareness 
| will START: 


| will STOP: 


| will CONTINUE: 
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What do you already do in your classroom or school to model, teach, 
and reinforce self-awareness? 

Brainstorm other ways to help students identify emotions other than 
with an emoji chart or a number rating scale. 


. AS educators, we know that one student’s emotional state can 


disrupt the learning of the entire classroom. In your role as an 
educator, have you ever been the person who disrupted the learning 
environment? What did you learn from the situation? 


. How might you model and teach self-awareness, and identification of 


feelings, using an example or story from your life, while keeping it 
age appropriate and without sharing too much? 


. How do you recognize strengths or potential strengths in your 


students? 


. Do you have an applicable example of perseverance from your own 


life that you could share with your students? 


. What would be the benefit of explicitly teaching grit and 


perseverance at your grade level or within your content area? 


. Where or how might you incorporate reflection into your daily 


instruction? 


. Rate yourself from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) on your awareness of how 


your emotions, words, and behaviors negatively affect others. 
Consider your rating and explain anything you would change to 
increase your self-awareness. 
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Self-Management 


“Nick, how’s it going this morning?” His math teacher 
asked this question gingerly, because he could tell by the 
look on Nick’s face that today might be one of those days. 
Nick exploded, “Why are you looking at me? I hate when 
you look at me like that!” and then he stormed out of the 
classroom. Translation: “I had a really crummy morning, 
and if you just let me breathe for a minute, I might be all 
right.” It actually took his teacher the first few months of 
school to learn to translate Nick’s language (both verbal 
and body), but eventually he understood that Nick was not 
purposely trying to create a scene in class in which his 
emotions were out of control. Eventually, Nick was able to 
express that he was embarrassed by this behavior, but he 
just didn’t seem to be able to control it. If something 
negative happened the night before or in the morning 
before school, he would start to feel this rage build up in his 
body, and it didn’t take much to trigger an extreme 
reaction. 


Nick’s math teacher was perplexed by Nick’s outbursts and 
frustrated when they disrupted the entire class. But he also 
understood that something more must going on for Nick. 
So, he mentored Nick. He was patient and kind. He was 
available after class time to listen when Nick felt inclined to 
talk. He also sat quietly by Nick’s side when talking was the 
last thing Nick wanted to do. This empathetic and inspired 
math teacher encouraged and reassured Nick, but he also 
maintained high expectations for academics and made sure 
that Nick gave back time, if he chose to leave class to 
“breathe.” He taught Nick how to ask for help, and they 


developed signals to help communicate when Nick felt like 
he was losing control of his emotions, so that he wouldn’t 
yell out loud or spew profanities. Ultimately and after 
various interventions, Nick walked across the stage at 
graduation! He told his math teacher that it would not have 
happened without him. 


But more telling of the impact this math teacher had on 
Nick’s life was an event that took place in a sushi restaurant 
nearly a year later. Nick was having dinner with family and 
friends when his math teacher from high school walked in 
with his wife. The math teacher saw Nick and, so as not to 
intrude, gave him a smile and a head nod. Nick smiled and 
nodded back, both understanding without words that they 
were happy to see each other. Nick left before his math 
teacher and wife finished their meal. After dinner, the math 
teacher asked for the check. The waiter said, “There is no 
check. The young man who was sitting at the table in the 
corner paid the bill for you and your wife.” The math 
teacher was touched to the point of tears and grateful to 
see Nick as a young adult outside of the high school walls 
who was continuing to learn how to navigate his world and 
able to express his gratitude. 


You Have an Opportunity to Impact 
the Lives of Your Students 


Nick’s teacher, Mr. Emm, was a phenomenal math 
instructor, but what made a life-changing impression on 
Nick was his qualities as a human being. Mr. Emm knew 
that Nick could not learn math, or any other subject, if he 
could not manage his emotions. He realized that although it 
may have taken an extra minute or so to “check in” with 
Nick at the beginning of class, the time spent was 
worthwhile, because it created conditions that allowed Nick 


to be more willing and able to learn. The fact that this math 
teacher took time to see the child behind the behavior 
made an indelible difference in Nick’s life. Actually, it made 
an impact on both of their lives. As an educator, regardless 
of your role, you have the opportunity to impact the lives of 
your students—no matter how big your school or how many 
students in your classroom. 


Like Nick’s math teacher, we can respond with humanity 
instead of letting our own emotions get the best of us. Mr. 
Emm was early in his teaching career, but he was wise. He 
had the ability to take a deep breath himself, in the midst of 
Nick’s outrageous behavior to ask the question, “What is 
really going on here?” He didn’t take Nick’s offensive 
behavior personally, and he didn’t shame or demean him in 
front of the entire class. Most important, he did not get into 
a power play with Nick. If you are a teacher reading this 
book, you may be thinking, “How did he keep his cool? I 
would have lost it on the kid!” This is reality; it is difficult to 
keep it together when a single student is disrupting an 
entire class. Mr. Emm was able to maintain a calm 
demeanor partly because he had an easygoing and low-key 
personality. He naturally had strong self-management skills, 
but he was also not afraid to ask for help when necessary. 
When this teacher felt at a loss for strategies or ran out of 
patience with Nick’s behavior, he asked colleagues and his 
supervisor for support and it made a difference, both in 
how he responded to Nick and in how it helped Nick to 
learn to self-manage his own behavior. 


The Student Comes Before the Test 
Score 


Each of us can make a difference, too, regardless of our 
role in education. It is simply a matter of knowing that the 


student comes before the test score, that there is more to 
success than academic achievement, and that academic 
development is directly related to social and emotional 
learning. When we consider the whole child, he or she, like 
Nick, can find victory in school and in life. According to 
Joshua Starr (2016), who serves on the Council of 
Distinguished Educators for the Aspen Institute National 
Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic 
Development, 


Those who work in public schools have come to realize 
that the generation of focus on standardized test scores 
has narrowed the ability to focus on the “whole child.” 
When I was a central office accountability leader and 
then a superintendent, I embraced the equity agenda of 
ensuring all students achieved high academic standards 
but always felt something was missing. Academic 
achievement may be necessary, but it’s not sufficient. 
Our challenge as a council is to help the commission 
understand the direct link between academics and SEL 
and the practical implications of attending to those 
“whole child” needs. (para. 3) 


Our challenge as educators is to understand this link as 
well. If we are going to support our students, whose 
emotions often seem unwieldy and unruly, rather than calm 
and controlled, we must better understand the competency 
of self-management. In doing so, we can assess and practice 
our own self-management skills, in order to determine how 
best to teach self-management skills independently, as well 
as apply them as an immersive intervention for all students. 


The Way in Which Students Respond 
to a Situation Can Make a Difference 
in the Outcome 


According to Travis Bradberry and Jean Greaves (2009), 
authors of Emotional Intelligence 2.0, “Self-management is 
your ability to use awareness of your emotions to actively 
choose what you do and say” (p. 97). Self-awareness is the 
foundation for selfmanagement skills. The Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (2018) is more 
specific in its definition of sel#/management: “The ability to 
successfully regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and 
behaviors in different situations—effectively managing 
stress, controlling impulses, and motivating oneself. The 
ability to set and work toward personal and academic 
goals.” 


The skill of managing one’s emotions, so that they facilitate 
positive outcomes rather than hindering them, is a 
functional aptitude that promotes productivity and 
effectiveness in one’s personal, educational, or professional 
life. In regard to students, Antwan Wilson, former 
chancellor of the Washington, D.C., public schools, says, 
“Too often students who aren’t successful, fixate on what’s 
happening to them. We want students to understand that 
they play a role. Did you study, did you read, did you do 
your homework?” (Aspen Institute National Commission on 
Social, Emotional, and Academic Development, 2017b). It is 
crucial to help students, regardless of their age, know that 
the way in which they respond to a situation can make a 
difference in the outcome. For example, if a student 
receives an F on an assignment, and is disappointed when 
the paper is returned, she is more likely to receive an 
explanation for the grade, as well as potential opportunities 
to improve, if she calmly requests a time to talk with the 


teacher about her grade. Conversely, if the student screams 
profanities, blames the teacher, or stalks out of the class, 
She is apt to set herself up to be sent to the office to see an 
administrator for being disrespectful. As a result, the 
student not only has an F, but she also has a discipline 
referral and potential consequences. 


If We Take Time to Think in 
Alignment With Our Belief System, 
We Can Assert Control 


So how do we help our students learn to control their 
impulses? Is it as simple as teaching them to take a moment 
to breathe before they express themselves? In many cases 
it can be, but sometimes it takes a more intentional effort. 
To better control our impulses, we benefit from recognizing 
that subconscious negligence can lead to impaired self 
management. Years ago, as a ninth-grade health teacher, I 
asked our school counselor to come in to talk with my 
students about alleviating stress. She drew a diagram on 
the board (see Figure 4.1). In it she simplified a complex 
model from the work of Albert Ellis, on rational emotive 
theory. 


The school counselor went on to explain that when there is 
an activating situation that is completely out of our control 
(A), our response to that situation can lead to potential 
consequences (C) causing stress, instability, and 
irrationality, because we let our emotions prevail. For 
example, if a ninth-grade student observes his girlfriend 
whispering and laughing with another boy (who happens to 
be his best friend), he may get jealous, explode, and 
confront the boy with a right hook. As a result, he 
potentially ruins a friendship, jeopardizes his relationship 


with his girlfriend, and gets suspended for fighting. He 
went right from A to C. 


Figure 4.1 
A -C 
(Situation or Activating Event) (Potential Consequences) 


Most of us, as occasionally irrational and emotionally 
inspired humans, adults and students alike, tend to neglect 
B (see Figure 4.2). Can you surmise what B represents? 


Figure 4.2 
A > C 
(Situation or Activating Event) (Potential Consequences) 
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B 
Thinking—Based on Belief System 


Thinking! We seldom take time to think when we are feeling 
frustrated, angry, sad, jealous, or any other negative 
emotion. When we don’t think first, we are more likely to 
experience emotional stress or upheaval because an 
outcome that might be more positive in the presence of 
impulse control ends up as negative. We may not be able to 
control the situation, but if we take time to think in 
alignment with our belief system, we can assert control and 
potentially experience a more positive outcome. In our 
example, if the ninth-grade student observed his girlfriend 
whispering and laughing with his best friend, he could have 
thought to himself, “I don’t like how that looks, but I trust 
my girlfriend, so I need to ask her.” Then, he asks her and 
she replies, “You don’t have to worry, but I can’t tell you 
what we were talking about because your birthday is next 
week and I don’t want to spoil the surprise.” Ultimately, the 


boy sighs with relief, knowing that his girlfriend and best 
friend are planning something for his birthday because they 
care about him. No bruised hand, damaged relationship, or 
time spent with the principal. 


Can You Tell Me More? 


Sometimes we just need to remember to think, even though 
it might not be our most immediate response. Thinking in a 
way that leads to a more positive outcome actually has a 
great deal to do with the questions we ask. We can help our 
students experience more constructive and encouraging 
outcomes by asking questions that lead them to be 
proactive in their thinking. Examples of such questions 
include the following: Can you tell me more of what you are 
feeling right now? What do you think the other person may 
be thinking or feeling? What might you do to create a more 
positive outcome in this situation? You will find it amazing to 
engage in a conversation with a student based on these 
questions. Rather than being defensive or defiant, students 
are likely to be introspective and thoughtful. Keep in mind, 
however, that you have a small window in which to ask 
these questions to ensure they will have a positive impact 
on the immediate situation. Thinking through prospective 
situations in which these questions might be asked ahead of 
time will help you when the situation arises, giving you an 
opportunity to help your students develop self- 
management. For example, a conversation between a 
teacher in an elementary school and his or her student 
might sound like this if the teacher has thought ahead of 
time about specific questions to ask: 





Teacher: Beth, can you tell me more about why you blurt answers? 


Student: I get excited because I know the answer and I can’t wait to 
tell. 


Teacher: What do you notice in your classmates when you blurt 
answers? 


Student: They act like they’re mad. 
Teacher: What do you think they are feeling? 


Student: Maybe they’re frustrated because they know the answer 
too? 


Teacher: What step could you take to practice self-discipline so that 
you don’t blurt as often? 


Student: I don’t know. 

Teacher: What do you think might happen if you tried to write your 
answer as soon as you think of it, and then raise your hand so I can 
call on you? 


Student: Maybe if I write it down right away, I won’t blurt out. 


Teacher: I think you could be right. I know it will take practice, but 
it could be better for you and the other students in class. If you are 
successful, how do you think they might feel? And, how might you 
feel? 





The questions that lead to these types of courageous 
conversations can promote well-being and foster a more 
positive learning environment if they take place with 
kindness and sincerity. Can you reflect on a specific 
situation in which a student reacted without thinking and it 
led to a negative outcome? What questions might you have 
asked that student to help him or her realize the chance for 
a more positive outcome? 





The Chance for a More Positive Outcome 


Specific situation: 


Negative outcome: 
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We Can Ask Them to Notice What 
They Are Thinking and Feeling 


Asking ourselves or others questions that stimulate 
productive thought takes intentional effort, but it is an 
endeavor that might be easily established as a norm for 
classroom behavior. When it becomes a routine in the 
classroom, it converts to a tool or strategy that students can 
use on the playground, in the cafeteria, on the bus, and at 
sporting events. Eventually students might apply this 
process to their lives at home and in the community. In 
doing so, healthy selfmanagement skills will prevail in the 
form of productive impulse control. Other strategies for 
developing or improving self-control that can transfer from 
school to the classroom are mindfulness through noticing 
and guided meditation, flexible seating, and the use of 
movement. 


Mindfulness is the act of noticing one’s thoughts, feelings, 
and body sensations to enable conscientious response. 
When students appear frustrated or agitated, we can ask 
them to notice what they are thinking and feeling. In doing 
so, we help them to manage their responses. Creating a 
safe space or peace corner in every classroom can teach 
students how to reflect and self-regulate as early as 
kindergarten or first grade. Guided meditations also foster 
mindfulness and can easily be found online for student 
groups. I have spoken to elementary and secondary 
teachers who consistently use guided meditation for just a 
moment or two at the beginning of each day or class period 
to help students to focus and calm themselves. Every one of 
these teachers has found the process to be valuable in 
helping students to better control their behavior. Making 
flexible seating an option for some students also promotes 
improved self-management. A ball chair, balance stool, or 


standing desk may enable a student who moves incessantly 
to focus more readily on a lesson. Finally, students of all 
ages struggle when required to sit still for extended periods 
of time. A program like Move It (The PE Geek Apps, 2018) 
can be implemented intermittently throughout a class 
period for just 60 seconds, and will help students to be 
more focused and productive. These are just a few of many 
best practices in social and emotional learning that support 
the development and improvement of self-control and 
decrease inappropriate behaviors or impulses. 


At the same time, we cannot disregard the fact that some 
students may need more specific intervention to help with 
impulse control. For medically diagnosed concerns such as 
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder or oppositional 
defiant disorder, medication or individual guided strategies 
may be in order. A school social worker or counselor might 
work with the student’s family and doctors to design a plan 
to support self-management skills and reduce inappropriate 
impulses, destructive compulsions, or negative outbursts. 


Choose to Be Respectful 


Helping students to recognize their emotions and then 
control them when things don’t go their way takes self- 
discipline, which is an essential self-management skill. Brian 
Tracy (2011), author of No Excuses! The Power of Self- 
Discipline, presents this definition from Elbert Hubbard: 
“Self-discipline is the ability to make yourself do what you 
should do when you should do it, whether you feel like it or 
not” (p. 7). I love this definition because by referencing 
what one should do (and I typically advocate against 
“shoulding” on ourselves), it indicates that self-discipline 
requires us to consider what is right and wrong. Sometimes 
it takes self-discipline to be kind, but it is the right and good 


thing to do, regardless of the behavior displayed by the 
person to whom kindness is offered. We can teach our 
students to practice self-discipline when responding to 
another who is being disrespectful. A typical student 
reaction is to meet disrespect with disrespect. How often 
have you heard a student say, “I’m not respecting ‘so and 
so’ because he doesn’t respect me.” We can teach our 
students that when they let someone else’s behavior 
determine their own, they give away all of their control and 
power. By our actions and our instruction, our students will 
understand that a person who has self-discipline can choose 
to be respectful regardless of how another person is 
behaving. Thomas Jefferson once said, “Sir, I will treat you 
like a gentleman, not because you are one, but because I 
am” (Character Counts!, 2017). If we help our students to 
recognize self-discipline as a choice, we can help them feel 
empowered to do right, to be kind, and to honor themselves 
and others. 


To help our students notice the benefits of self-discipline, 
we can ask them to create a bubble map reflecting on 
positive experiences or outcomes that can be a result of 
practicing self-discipline. Tell your students that there are 
no right or wrong answers for this exercise. It is meant 
strictly as a reflection opportunity to increase their 
awareness of the benefits of self-discipline. Fill out the 
bubble map shown in Figure 4.3 to use as a potential 
example for your students. 


Figure 4.3 


_ / 


7“ Practicing Self-Discipline \. _~ 
Can Lead to These Positive ) 


Outcomes 
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After this activity, help students engage in productive 
conversations by asking questions such as, “What did you 
learn from this exercise?” and “What did you notice or 
realize about the control you have over your choices to 
practice self-discipline?” 


Renowned UCLA basketball coach John Wooden was known 
for encouraging his athletes to discipline themselves so that 
others didn’t have to. Coach Wooden compelled the young 
men under his tutelage to understand that “[w]hen you lose 
control of your emotions, when your self-discipline breaks 


down, your judgement and common sense suffer. How can 
you perform at your best when you are using poor 
judgement?” (Wooden & Jamison, 1997, p. 183). Sometimes 
when our students do not receive immediate feedback or 
gratification, they lose control of their emotions. As 
educators, we can encourage our students to practice self 
discipline as an opportunity to learn. Lessons of patience, 
perseverance, and fortitude can be found in practicing self- 
restraint and will power. 


What About This Situation Is Within 
My Control? 


Some of our students struggle with selfmanagement due to 
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) that can result in 
social, emotional, and cognitive impairments. In fact, 
according to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (2016), the higher the number of ACEs a child 
has (ACE score), the greater the chance that the child will 
experience negative long-term effects. As educators, we 
must be cognizant of this fact because safe, stable, and 
nurturing environments can help. If our students come 
from a place of trauma, they may be more prone to stress, 
behavior issues, and absenteeism. A simple step we can 
take to show support and understanding of students who 
are struggling is to replace the question “What is wrong 
with you?” with “What happened to you?” This question 
may be more appropriate for high school students. It isn’t 
meant to assume that every child has experienced trauma, 
but the question opens the door to a conversation that may 
lead the school system to recognize a need for support 
services. Its use also provides us, as educators, with insight 
that guides our approach with our students. For example, if 
a particular class has a high number of students who have 
experienced adversity or trauma, we may be more inclined 


to incorporate stress management techniques into the daily 
routines of our classrooms. In addition to using the 
techniques of guided meditation, movement, and breathing, 
we can also help students to reduce stress by facilitating 
problem-solving scenarios. Teaching students to ask 
questions like, “What about this situation is within my 
control?” or “What about this situation is out of my 
control?” empowers them and provides them with an 
opportunity to manage a portion of their lives in a positive 
way, and to let go of that over which they have no control. 
These questions are most effective when we provide an 
opportunity for conversations and brainstorming that are 
relevant to our students’ lives. 


I realize these conversations take time, time you often don’t 
have, so consider having a one-on-one discussion outside of 
class time or when the rest of the class is engaged in 
another activity. Also, in an effort to make the best use of 
class time and interweave this life skill into academics, you 
might facilitate small group discussions to brainstorm 
solutions for content area issues using these questions. Ina 
math class, a discussion might involve asking students to 
notice what type of math problem causes the most 
frustration for each student. Having various students 
brainstorm and demonstrate ways to work the problem that 
help them to control their emotions while solving it could 
benefit all students in the small group. Every student will 
likely walk away having learned at least one coping strategy 
and one new way to solve a math problem. Sometimes 
peers are the best teachers; we can serve as effective 
facilitators if we suggest or guide the questions. 


When our students learn ways to reduce their stress and 
begin to actively practice self-discipline, they are more 
likely to be self-motivated and able to set and achieve goals, 
the final components of selfmanagement we will discuss in 


this chapter. Self-motivation is an intrinsic quality for many 
individuals. They may be competitive with themselves and 
others and therefore find fulfillment in completing tasks 
and accomplishing goals. Other people may find self- 
motivation elusive or outright nonexistent, but that does not 
mean that it can’t be developed. 


Our Emotions Actually Stimulate Self- 
Motivation 


In an article written for Time magazine, Kevin Barker 
(2014) suggests that “[wle need to think to plan, but we 
need to feel to act.” Our emotions actually stimulate self 
motivation. It may seem ironic that self-motivation is often 
triggered by something outside of ourselves. Consider the 
following concepts as potential catalysts to help your 
students develop motivation within themselves: 


¢ Failure is a great motivator. Fortunately, this concept 
IS gaining renewed appreciation through social and 
emotional learning philosophies. For years, parents (and 
teachers) did not let children fail because they did not 
want to negatively impact self-esteem. By preventing 
opportunities for failure, we prevented opportunities for 
growth, problem solving, and the amazing feeling that 
occurs after finally figuring something out or succeeding 
in learning a new skill. Think about it: Most adults likely 
remember the feeling of riding a two-wheel bike for the 
first time. You tried and tried, until you finally 
maintained your balance and pedaled yourself through 
the wind. Prior to that you might have scraped your 
knees, bruised your elbows, and had to brush the dirt 
from your hands after tumbling to the ground. It was 
these initial failures to ride a bike independently that 
made the eventual success of riding a bike alone so 


thrilling. The memory of this feeling likely motivates us 
to try something else that may be new or unknown. 
However, many children today do not experience this. 
Think about the bike example. Today there are “no-pedal 
balance bikes” that allow a two-year-old to get the 
feeling of riding a bike. It is a phenomenal invention for 
balance and it expedites the task of learning to ride a 
bike, but it can eliminate the motivation that comes 
from failure and the emotion connected with this 
experience. 

Relationships influence motivation. Building 
trustworthy relationships with our students can 
influence levels of motivation. For example, if | have 
built a trusting relationship with a student like McKayla 
(see Chapters 2 and 3), and | have demonstrated my 
belief in her efforts, she may be motivated to attempt a 
new skill based on my belief in her or because she 
values our relationship and doesn’t want to disappoint 
me. 

Release of “happy” chemicals in our brain serve 
to internally produce motivation. Dopamine, 
serotonin, and oxytocin are released by the brain in 
response to thinking positively or receiving positive 
encouragement from another human being. This is why 
it is SO important for us to encourage our students and 
find something positive in them in which to believe. This 
is also why it is important that we teach our students to 
focus on positivity. If they fee/ good, they are more likely 
to be motivated to engage, explore, and achieve. 
Storytelling evokes emotions that inspire 
motivation. Sharing stories makes others fee/. When 
we feel, we act (Barker, 2014). So, tell your students 
stories. Help them to invest in the plight of others. 
Compare journeys and encourage application to 
personal life situations. At the same time, we must be 


attentive listeners because sometimes our students will 
have stories of their own to tell. 

e Accountability motivates. Verbalizing a desire to try 
something new, accomplish a goal, or complete a task 
adds an element of accountability that motivates us to 
do what we Say we are going to do. You might argue that 
this is not se/Fmotivation, and | agree. But | also suggest 
that accountability can be the catalyst for self- 
motivation. An example is a commitment to exercise. If | 
make a deal with myself to exercise daily, but tell no 
one, then there are no outward consequences (other 
than my level of fitness) to motivate me. But if | tell 
someone, | am more likely to follow through because this 
person may ask me about what | did for exercise, 
encourage me when | procrastinate, or celebrate with 
me when | experience positive results. In this way, 
accountability tends to make our commitments to tasks, 
goals, or experiments more real. So, provide 
opportunities in class for your students to respectfully 
keep each other accountable. Arrange for students to 
interact with accountability partners. They might share 
the results of their positive behavior logs, homework 
completion, or any goal to which they have committed. 


Does one of these ideas for helping students become 
motivated stand out to you? Please choose one and explain 
how you might incorporate it into your class routine: 


Refer back to Nick’s story at the beginning of this chapter. 
How do you think the various components of the self- 
management competency would have helped you to deal 
with Nick’s behavior if you were his teacher? Or, have you 
learned any ideas or gained insight regarding how you 
might help a student like Nick to develop or improve his 
selfmanagement skills? Please share any reflections that 
occur to you: 


In the boxes that follow, you’ll hear from students sharing 
what they think you should know about self-management 
and their suggestions for teaching the competency. 





What You Should Know . . . Self-Management 


Straight From the Hearts of Students 


e Sometimes | can feel my emotions raging, and | don’t know how | 
will react. It kinda scares me. 

e Sometimes it is easier to practice self-control or manage my 
emotions than at other times. So, it is okay to ask me if you can 
help. 

e | want my teachers to notice if my behavior changes and ask if 1 
am okay, like my friends do. 


e | have issues with my behavior and learning. | just need someone 
to take time and work with me. 

e /f you see my emotions getting in the way of my work, | want you 
to talk to me. 

e /’m very emotional when I’m stressed. But honestly, sometimes | 
need you to just let me suffer. Eventually, I’ll calm down and 
manage to do my work. 

e When! handle my emotions and behaviors, sometimes it is really 
hard, but other times | can handle them really well. It helps if you 
notice this. 

e /f you need to talk to my parents, please tell me. Sometimes | get 
in bad trouble at home. Maybe tell them something good. 

e /f my teacher is someone that I fee! comfortable talking to, | can 
usually get a better grasp on my emotions. But, if | know that my 
teacher won't talk to me or understand, | can get out of control. 

e /can get pretty mad, pretty quick. If you notice this and back off 
for a minute, it helps. 

e | have a job after school and a baby brother | have to watch. It 
gets to be too much for me to handle. 

e /’m still learning what it means to be responsible, and | seem to 
mess up a lot. At least that is what my parents say. 

¢ Remember that we are kids. Sometimes just let us be kids. 

e | get mad when a teacher accuses me of something | didn’t do. | 
wish you would ask me before you make assumptions. 

e /n order for me to manage my emotions, | have to draw or paint 
to get my feelings out. 

e / manage my emotions by suppressing them and turning them off. 
So, if | look emotionless, then something is wrong. 

e |!am constantly stressed out. | try to be perfect, but it doesn’t 
work. 

e Sometimes | don’t even know what | feel. | just need support. 





As you’ve done in previous exercises, please identify a 
student you know who might have expressed emotions 
similar to one of those expressed in the “What You Should 
Know” box. With the knowledge you have today or the 
insight gained from reading these messages, please 
describe a way you might have changed your interaction 
with this student or with an entire class in order to help him 
or her or them to develop the competency of self- 
management: 


Here are suggestions from students to help us, as 
educators, help them to develop and improve their self- 
management skills. As you review the suggestions, highlight 
two or three that resonate with you. 





Suggestions From Students... Self-Management 


e Be patient, because not all kids have self-management skills. 

e Please take time to ask students what they are thinking or what 
is wrong. 

e Teach students skills to help them calm down, like counting to 
ten or taking a breath before they say what they are thinking out 
loud. 

e Ask students how they are every day, and be sincere about it. 

e Develop relationships with your students so that you can tell if 
something is wrong or if they are upset. 

e Don’t only teach your students to selfmanage. Teach them in 
what situations it is okay not to. Like, teach them that crying is 
okay. Teach them that people might take advantage of them if 
they cry, but that doesn’t mean that they should never do it. 

e Sometimes it is important to give students space. 

e Give students time in class to set goals to get their work 
complete. And if you haven’t already done it, actually teach them 
why setting goals is important. 

e Try to make class fun. It helps students who get in trouble often 
to behave because they don’t want to miss out. This is also good 
so that the students who are grumpy can be happy. 

e Do activities in class that help students express and control their 
emotions, like fun competitions or challenges. 

e Don’t say something to embarrass a student in front of the whole 
class. That is when students most often lose it. 


Homework stresses students out, so make Sure it is meaningful. 
Don’t just pile on the work to make the class hard. 

Don’t jump to conclusions. 

Don’t tell students that their emotions are wrong. Just help them 
to recognize when an emotion causes them to behave in a way 
that gets them in trouble. 

Meditation can help. 

Let students leave class if they’re really upset. If it is me, 
sometimes | just need a minute, but other times | really need to 
go to the counselor. 

Teachers should give students a chance to get their feelings out 
by doing different types of activities like physical exercise or art. 
Be kind to a// students. 

Empathize with students. Sometimes if you try to understand 
what is going on with them, they won’t act like jerks. 

Make it clear that you are there for your students, even though 
your main job is to teach. And if you don’t want to be there for 
your students, then teaching might not be good for you because 
students need their teachers. 





Please list below some strategies that you might use to 
foster the highlighted suggestions or to correct current 
instructional practices that inhibit them. Don’t forget to 
brainstorm potential strategies with a colleague if you have 
difficulty thinking of strategies on your own. 


e Student suggestion: 


o Potential strategy: 


As we conclude this chapter, please share one behavior, 

action, or instructional tactic that you will start, one that 
you will stop, and one that you will continue in regard to 
selfmanagement: 


Start, Stop, Continue . . . Self-Management 
| will START: 


| will STOP: 


| will CONTINUE: 
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Chapter 4 Study Questions 
For Professional Learning Communities, 
SEAD/SEL Courses, or Book Study Groups 


1. What is your personal philosophy regarding “putting the student 
before the test score?” Do your instructional strategies and classroom 
environment align with your philosophy? Please explain. 

2. Consider Figure 4.2, which represents a modified version of the 
rational emotive theory. Please explain a way in which you can 
integrate this model into instruction with application to your grade- 
level or content area. 

3. Can you think of an interaction between you and a student or 
colleague that escalated into negative words or behavior? How might 
it have looked different if you asked the question “Can you tell me 
more...?” at the beginning of the conversation? 

4. Can you think of a time when you chose to be respectful to a student 
or colleague, even though it was challenging? Without using names 
or identifying information, what did it look like? How did it feel? 

5. Think about John Wooden’s quote: “How can you perform at your 
best when you are using poor judgement?” Can this be applied to 
educators? If so, what is a potential result of losing control of our 
emotions in a way that affects our judgment and common sense? 

6. Is there a situation within your professional life with which you are 
currently dealing that would benefit from you answering the question 
“What within this situation is within my control?” 

7. Can you describe a situation in which accountability motivates you 
personally or professionally? How might you share, teach, and/or 
model accountability for your students using your situation as an 
example? 
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Social Awareness 


In the fifth grade, my sister, Kelly, was given a nickname by 
a sixth-grade boy, Richard, who liked to make fun of her. He 
called her “Green Martian” as if it was her name, with 
judgment and disdain. I knew his words hurt her feelings, 
but she didn’t let it show. I, on the other hand, as the 
scrawniest girl in the fourth grade, wanted to tackle 
Richard and punch him in the nose. But I followed Kelly’s 
lead instead. Even though he teased her, actually bullied 
her by today’s standards, she always treated him with 
dignity and respect. How she had the wherewithal to do 
that as a child, I just don’t know. As I look back now, I think 
she knew that Richard, really, was just socially unaware. He 
didn’t know my sister for who she was on the inside, and as 
a result he missed out on the joy of who she was as a human 
being. He judged her by what he saw: a little girl who was 
green. Yes, green ... in the literal sense. You see, Kelly was 
born with a liver disease called biliary atresia. It caused her 
skin to be incredibly jaundiced because her bile ducts were 
blocked and her bilirubin levels were so high. Her stomach 
was also extremely distended because her liver was so 
swollen in her little body. So, Richard teased her because of 
how she looked on the outside. Other students who knew 
Kelly for who she was on the inside saw beyond the way she 
looked and experienced her kindness, intelligence, and 
sense of humor. In fact, Kelly had a giggle that was just 
contagious, so there was a lot of laughter in Kelly’s 
friendship circle. 


I was only ten when Kelly passed away at the beginning of 
her sixth-grade year. Richard had gone on to seventh grade 


by then and may have forgotten all about her. But after 
Kelly died, I thought of Richard often. I wondered if he 
knew what he was missing by teasing Kelly the way he did. 
He missed out on the loyalty she showed her friends, the 
laughter she created in a room full of people, and the 
creativity she inspired by her curiosity. His perspective was 
so limited that it prevented him from learning and growing 
as an individual. I believe that had Richard seen Kelly for 
who she was on the inside, his life would have been fuller. 


Understand the Power of Perspective 


As educators, isn’t that what we want for our students? We 
want them to have full lives: full of learning, yes, but also of 
love, acceptance, and the life lessons that come from 
appreciating another’s perspective or diversity. In fact, the 
competency of social awareness is intended to help our 
students experience all that life has to offer by 
understanding and appreciating humanity in its all- 
encompassing uniqueness. The Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL; 2018) defines 
social awareness as “[t]he ability to take the perspective of 
and empathize with others, including those from diverse 
backgrounds and cultures. The ability to understand social 
and ethical norms for behavior and to recognize family, 
school, and community resources and supports.” 


Throughout this chapter we will explore various 
components of social awareness as defined by CASEL: 
perspective taking, respect for others, empathy, and 
appreciation of diversity. We will also pursue the idea of 
cultural humility in the context of social awareness. There 
are various strategies to help our students develop, 
practice, and experience social awareness. It starts by 
enabling our students to understand the power of 


perspective. We know we are all different. Our individual 
life experiences determine our perspectives, or our points 
of view, and our attitudes toward people and things. Our 
students will develop social awareness when they begin to 
understand and respect that people have different 
perspectives based on what they have experienced: how 
they were raised, what their parents taught them, what 
customs they have practiced, what opportunities they have 
encountered, and what challenges they have overcome. 


Individual Perspectives About Life 
and Personal Experiences Can Be a 
Valuable Lesson to All 


Perspective taking is a term commonly used among experts 
in social and emotional learning and is defined in its 
simplest form as “the ability to see things from another’s 
viewpoint” (Fields & Fields, 2010). When we begin to help 
students develop social awareness, specifically perspective 
taking, we must remember that our students are the 
experts on their own life experiences. They know best their 
feelings, experiences, challenges, and hopes. Giving our 
students the opportunity to share their individual 
perspectives about life and personal experiences can be a 
valuable lesson to all. However, this will happen only if the 
educator has created an environment in which it is safe to 
share, question, and listen. 


One suggested activity that fosters this kind of environment 
is group sharing. Teachers might ask students to bring in 
items that represent their culture, traditions, or a special 
family experience as one way to help a group of students 
begin to appreciate one another’s perspectives. These items 
can be shared within small groups, and then students can 
express in writing or share with the whole class one new 


custom they have learned from another person that 
demonstrates appreciation for differences. The same can be 
done with talents or challenges. I know the students in my 
sister’s fifth-grade class loved and appreciated her because 
her teacher created an environment in which Kelly was able 
to share not only about hospital visits and yucky medicine, 
but also about the fun that she had with her family, her love 
of her pets, and her positive spirit. All of the students may 
not have understood what it was like for Kelly to live with a 
liver disease, but many could identify with her love of 
animals or the experience of having to take a medicine that 
tasted horrible. This gave them a common ground that 
became the foundation of open minds and hearts as they 
came to appreciate those things that were different in their 
lives. 


Using common ground to provide an avenue for perspective 
taking can be a conduit for teaching social awareness. 
Kadhir Rajagopal (2011), or Dr. Raja as he is known to his 
students, was a math teacher who positively impacted the 
lives of his students, many of whom were African American 
and Latino students from low-income urban areas. In his 
book Create Success! he says, 


I don’t teach by race. I teach to their collective culture. 
I find what appeals to most of my students—that I am 
also comfortable using—and then exploit these 
commonalities. Any teacher can do this. Any teacher of 
any race or gender has something in common with or 
can find something that relates to most of his or her 
students. Remember, though: Put it in their language, 
but don’t come off as fake. (p. 295) 


Perspective taking, as a component of social awareness, can 
also be taught by using visual images that present 
opportunities for discussion and growth. An image like the 
one in Figure 5.1 can facilitate discussion about viewing a 
situation through a different perspective, whether in regard 
to human beings or in regard to an academic challenge. For 
example, knowing there is likely more than one way to solve 
a math problem enables students to understand that there 
is more than one way to understand or experience family, 
traditions, language, or culture. Such lessons learned in the 
classroom can effectively be transferred to understanding 
various perspectives in life. 


Figure 5.1 





Source: iStock.com/tintin75 


We Must Be Able to Have and 
Demonstrate Respect for Others 


To engage in productive conversations that seek to 
understand another person’s or group of peoples’ viewpoint 
or perspective, we must be able to have and demonstrate 
respect for others. This is another component of social 
awareness. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, when I am 
working with schools on developing a positive school 
climate, I have learned that most students and school staff 
can tell me that respect is important, but they differ in their 
understanding of what respect means or looks like. 
Whether through a whole-school survey that includes all 
stakeholders or an in-class discussion with a small group, it 
is important to develop a definition and vision for respect. 
We can ask questions as a prompt for class discussions, 
writing assignments, or partner dialogue. Sample questions 
might include the following: 


e What does respect look like to you? 

e How does being respectful in a stressful situation lead to 
a positive outcome? 

e What would be the benefits of acting in a respectful way 
to adults? 

e How can respect help our school? 

e How might it help you if you practice respect at home? 

e What effect can disrespectful behavior in the classroom 

have on the students in that class? 

If all students in class practice respect, what will the 

class look like? 


When we agree on a definition, we can incorporate 
expectations for respect into our classroom culture and 
reinforce respectful behavior among our students. This type 
of class discussion also may present the ideal time to 


address the importance of selfrespect with students. Self 
respect is a crucial trait that helps young people to be 
assertive, make responsible choices, and be respectful of 
others. Again, however, we need to help students 
understand that having self-respect is not the same as 
having self-esteem. If students have just discussed what 
respect looks like in the context of a classroom or school in 
general, they should be able to extend the lesson by 
answering the question “What does it look like to respect 
yourself” or “Why is it important to respect yourself?” 


Use Scenarios 


Once a common definition of respect is in place, role- 
playing can be an enjoyable strategy for teaching 
elementary students respect of self or others, whereas 
brainstorming respectful behavior for given scenarios is a 
fun activity for secondary students. Feel free to use these 
scenarios with your students: 


e Malik feels that his teacher treated him in a disrespectful 
way in front of the class. How might he express his 
feelings to her in way that is respectful? 

e Carline was accused of stealing money from Daniella. 
Daniella confronted Carline with this accusation in front 
of the entire lunch table. Carline has no idea why 
Daniella suspects her and is genuinely offended and 
confused. How can Carline respond in a way that is 
respectful? 

e Misha has been engaging in behavior that puts her well- 
being at risk. She has recently started drinking and 
using drugs, and she is rumored to be sleeping with 


more than one person. Her best friend wants to talk with 
her about respecting herself. What might she say to help 
Misha understand that she is worthy of respect? 


e Josiah is frustrated that his principal is always on his 
case about the way he dresses. Josiah doesn’t like to 
wear a belt, so his pants tend to sag, and he always 
forgets to take off his hat when he comes into the 
building. How might his principal approach Josiah ina 
way that is respectful so that Josiah will adhere to the 
school’s dress code? How might Josiah respond in a way 
that is respectful to his principal? What would be the 
benefit of a respectful response? 

Dimitri and Trish have strong differing opinions in an 
immigration discussion taking place in a government 
class. How might each of them express their opinions in 
a way that is respectful? What advice would you give 
the teacher to ensure that the debate is respectful? 


In addition to brainstorming with others, secondary 
students can role-play using these scenarios. I suggest a 
three-part role-play. One participant role-plays the first 
person in the scenario, the second participant plays the 
other person, and the third participant is the “observer.” 
This person comments on the scene with observations and 
reflections. Then the students try the scene again, possibly 
switching roles. 


At any grade level, the most important strategy for teaching 
respect is modeling respect and creating an environment in 
which respect is expected. When we are calm, considerate, 
and thoughtful in our responses to others, we demonstrate 
a way of being that is consistent with respectful behavior, 
regardless of the level of our understanding of another’s 
cultures, customs, ways, or actions. This also includes our 
setting an expectation for respect regardless of our role at 
school. A school secretary, for example, is often the first 
person students and their parents encounter upon entering 
the school. If this is your role, your ability to greet and 
interact with them in a respectful way sets a tone for the 


entire school. A parent may come to the front office 
disgruntled and disrespectful. Your response can dictate if 
the situation is deescalated or aggravated and can bea 
model of appropriate behavior for any observer. Or, if you 
are a classroom teacher and you allow unruly behavior in 
your classroom, soon the students will believe that you do 
not care about respect. Their behavior as a whole will likely 
degenerate until you are in a position in which you feel your 
only hope to regain the class’s attention is to resort to 
disrespectful behavior yourself, for example, by yelling at 
students or calling out a student in front of others. On the 
other hand, when students notice you acting respectfully 
and realize that you expect respectful behavior, they are 
more likely to act respectfully themselves and also expect 
respect from their peers. In the end, with respect as the 
standard for classroom behavior, the young people within 
our care at school will demonstrate an ability to interact 
with others socially in a way that is civil, considerate, and 
courteous, and they will be aware of the importance of 
doing so. 


It Takes a Humble Person to Let Go of 
His or Her Own Perspective in Order 
to See Someone Else’s 


A quote by Henri-Frederic Amiel leads us into our next 
component of social awareness: the idea of cultural 
humility. Philosopher Amiel (2016) said, “There is no 
respect for others without humility in one’s self.” A key to 
being more socially aware is the ability to possess and 
practice humility. Humility is defined as “freedom from 
pride or arrogance” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2018a). 
Humility, then, can help people have curious and open 
hearts when getting to know others. Research done in the 


realm of therapeutic practice suggests that humility can be 
crucial in developing bonding relationships, because 
individuals are inclined to value their own perspective 
(Davis et al., 2013). It takes a humble person to let go of his 
or her own perspective in order to see someone else’s. 


Implicit Bias Justifies a Need for 
Cultural Humility 


In the world of education, we tend to use the phrase 
cultural competence when referring to understanding, 
appreciating, and respecting another’s culture so that we 
can build meaningful relationships with our colleagues, 
students, and families. If we are culturally competent, it is 
assumed that we understand everything there is to know 
about another’s culture, when actually, we don’t. Perhaps 
then, cultural humility is a more appropriate term. The 
Aspen Institute and educators across the nation recognize a 
need for cultural humility because, as addressed in Chapter 
2, disproportionality does in fact exist in education. 
According to the Aspen Institute (2018), “U.S. schools 
systemically provide fewer resources to students of color 
and students from low-income families, including less 
funding, fewer enrichment activities, less rigorous 
coursework, lower-quality materials and other physical 
resources, curriculum that doesn’t reject their background 
and culture, and unequal access to highly effective 
teachers” (p. 1). Furthermore: 


Most educators and school system leaders have good 
intentions and are committed to equity. But good 
intentions do not obviate the need to understand 
historical context and the role of race, racism, white 
privilege, and implicit bias in holding students back. 


Research indicates that teachers, like everyone, are 
subject to implicit biases associated with race and 
ethnicity, which can affect their judgments of student 
behavior and their relationships with students and 
families. (p. 3) 


Acknowledgment of the potential for implicit bias justifies a 
need for cultural humility. In another body of work 
regarding therapeutic practice (Hook, Davis, Owen, 
Worthington, & Utsey, 2013), researchers find that 


Therapists who are culturally humble not only strive to 
be effective but also cultivate a growing awareness that 
they are inevitably limited in their knowledge and 
understanding of a client’s cultural background, which 
motivates them to interpersonally attune themselves to 
the client in a quest to understand the individual 
client’s cultural background and experience. (p. 354) 


Humility Seeks to Understand 


Educators who are culturally humble will do the same as 
the therapists mentioned above. Our clients are our 
students and their families. And their culture includes any 
beliefs, social norms, or traits that describe them based on 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, language, 
disability, family background, family income, citizenship, or 
tribal status. Humility seeks to understand, so with a 
humble heart, we must show our students and their families 
through our words and actions that we want to know more 
about who they are, what they believe, and where they 
come from. It is our responsibility to learn the familial and 


cultural social norms practiced by the people who make up 
our school community. 


As we think about practicing cultural humility, please 
consider a student you would like to understand better. 
Respond to the statements below in your quest to gain 
perspective. As you contemplate your responses, remember 
the idea from Chapter 1 about the questions we ask and 
how we ask the questions. “Tell me more...” is a powerful 
strategy that demonstrates cultural humility. 








Practicing Cultural Humility 


Write one acknowledgment of a specific issue, way of being, 
confusing behavior, or form of communication that you do not 
understand about the student: 


Write two questions that you could sincerely ask the student to gain 
insight into his or her upbringing or home life? 


In two different ways, write a question that might provide you with 
insight into who or what the student values: 


In two different ways, write a question that might provide you with 
insight into the student’s feeling about school: 


How might you word a question to sincerely gain insight regarding 
the student’s belief in his or her ability to achieve academically: 
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Cultural humility goes a long way in creating a space that is 
safe, nonjudgmental, and accepting. In such a space, we 
create an environment in which we help our students 
recognize the needs of other people. From joining someone 
we see sitting alone at lunch to noticing when someone is 
being teased on the bus and choosing to defend that 
person, our students have opportunities to show respect 
and humility by helping others within our school 
communities. If we want our students to look beyond 
themselves to the needs of others, then we must be sure 
they understand the concept of empathy and learn to 
practice it. 


Empathy Is Associated With an 
Authentic Quest for Understanding 


Empathy is another component of social awareness. Some 
students empathize with others naturally. They are able to 
put themselves in the shoes of another person and seek to 
understand what that person may be feeling or 
experiencing. But other students don’t understand the 


concept of empathy, let alone practice it. People sometime 
confuse empathy for sympathy. Sympathy is generally 
associated with feeling pity or sorry for someone. But 
empathy is associated with an authentic quest for 
understanding what it might be like for a person as he or 
she experiences challenges or hardship, recalling the old 
adage of “walk a mile in my shoes.” Whereas sympathy 
says, “I’m sorry for you,” empathy says, “I am here for you.” 
If sympathy expresses, “I feel bad for where you have been 
and what you have gone through,” then empathy asserts, “I 
will travel with you.” 


Use Academics to Teach Empathy 


We can use academics to teach empathy. Using stories from 
literature, lessons from history, or challenging math 
problems or science concepts, we can find the basis for 
discussing the relationships between an experience and the 
feelings that may result. Students can speak, listen, write, 
and engage in productive discourse based on examples of 
circumstances that require empathy or recognition of when 
empathy does or does not occur in a given situation. For 
example, To Kill a Mockingbird is required reading for 
many high school English classes and is full of characters 
who demonstrate empathy: from Atticus’s defense of Tom, 
who unlike Atticus, is black and accused of rape, to Scout’s 
support of Boo, the town recluse. Both Atticus and Scout 
must put themselves in the shoes of Tom and Boo in order 
to defend them, and they are only two of the many 
characters throughout the book who demonstrate empathy. 
Students can write about these characters and compare 
and contrast the various ways they empathize. Wonder, by 
R. J. Palacio, is a more contemporary book that provides a 
variety of scenarios about which discussions or writing 
assignments could be created to explore the significance of 


empathy and the life lessons that can be found within 
situations in which characters seek to understand and be 
there for one another. 


As another example, a math class might find a teacher 
introducing the concept of empathy by asking students to 
engage in a brief discussion regarding how they feel when a 
math problem is difficult to understand. Students can each 
share what they notice regarding their thinking and the 
physical response in their bodies when they are frustrated 
or confused about a math problem. This will give those for 
whom math comes easy the opportunity to empathize with 
those who struggle and, in doing so, sets the tone for 
understanding and consideration in the classroom. The 
teacher may also guide the students in discussing how 
someone might feel and perform if he or she is confused 
and the entire class lacks empathy versus what might 
happen if they choose to empathize with the confused 
student. 


Statistics can be used in any class, at any grade level, to 
create opportunities for productive and empathetic 
discussions. For example, the Human Rights Campaign 
(2017) surveyed 10,000 youth, ages 13-17, who identify as 
LBGTQ. They found that 


LGBT youth are more than two times as likely as non- 
LGBT youth to say they have been verbally harassed 
and called names at school. Among LGBT youth, half 
(51%) have been verbally harassed at school, compared 
to 25% among non-LGBT students. [Additionally,] LGBT 
youth are twice as likely as their peers to say they have 
been physically assaulted, kicked or shoved at school. 
Among LGBT youth, 17% report they have been 


physically attacked often while 10% of their peers say 
the same. 


These statistics may seem to tread on sensitive waters, but 
it is imperative to address them through an empathetic 
lens, because the plight of students who identify as LGBTQ 
is based in a reality that can result in bullying, depression, 
and suicide. Useful questions to ask are, “Why do you think 
people who identify as LGBTQ are more likely to be verbally 
or physically harassed at school?” or “What could you do to 
demonstrate empathy for someone who identifies as 
LGBTQ?” Students could also discuss ways to help 
aggressors better understand the people they are 
harassing. Welcoming Schools, a project of the Human 
Rights Campaign Foundation (welcomingschools.org), 
provides resources and lesson plans for schools that 
promote inclusive, safe, and welcoming environments for all 
students and families with an emphasis on preventing bias- 
based bullying, inclusion of students who identify as LGBTQ 
and their families, and supporting diversity. Additional 
topics for which statistics could be used to prompt empathy 
lessons might include bullying, mental health, or equity in 
schools. 


Clean Up the Goop 


We can also help our students develop empathy by asking 
them how they believe an action or behavior on their part 
might affect how another person feels. For example, ask, 
“How might a new student be feeling upon entering the 
classroom if all the students ignore him?” When students 
understand that being kind and welcoming the new student 
to the classroom demonstrates empathy, it makes the 
abstract concept more easily understood. This is especially 


valuable in lower grade levels. As another example, when I 
lead student assemblies in elementary school, or speak in 
classrooms where the theme is about acceptance and 
kindness, I often call up a student volunteer. I then make a 
big show of squeezing all of the toothpaste out of a tube in 
front of me so that it falls on the floor in a big pile of goop. 
As the student looks at the toothpaste, I hand her the tube 
and ask, “Can you please put it back in the tube for me?” All 
the kids laugh when the student commonly replies, “No 
way! That would be impossible!” And I use that as a segue 
to explain that the toothpaste is an analogy for the hurtful 
and unkind things that we say and do to our peers. There 
are ways to make it right, or “clean up the goop,” so to 
speak, as we will discuss in Chapter 6, but we can’t take 
back our words and actions. 





For older students, we can use commonalities to develop 
empathy. For example, human beings tend to judge people 
based on how they look or act without necessarily 
understanding what a person has been through. This is 
what happened in my sister Kelly’s case. I suggest two 
incredibly powerful activities to teach empathy to older 
students: Aces and Faces, and Cross the Line. Both 
activities should be used with students in sixth grade or 
higher. They require an ability to role-play and assimilate 
feelings that may be difficult for younger students to 
process. Unless students have demonstrated maturity and 
can meet expectations for seriousness, sincerity, respect, 
and trustworthiness, these activities should not be used. 
Even if they’re not there yet, these activities are worth 
learning about while you put in the time and effort that it 
may take to bring your students to this place of maturity. 


Aces and Faces 


Aces and Faces (Figure 5.2 on the next page) is an activity 
that simulates what it might be like to be in a stereotypical 
group at school. It helps students to experience what it 
might feel like to be admired, tolerated, ignored, or bullied. 
Give each student a playing card and ask them not look at 
it. They are to hold the card against their chests while you 
explain the instructions. When you say so, the students are 
to turn their cards out-facing, without looking at what is on 
their own, and hold them against their foreheads. They are 
now able to see everyone else’s. At your request, students 
are to mingle, and without indicating the number or face 
card that a person is showing, they are to “act” in a way 
that treats each person as delineated in the accompanying 
diagram. 


Figure 5.2 


Aces and Faces 


You will all be given a card. Do not look at it. 
When | say, please turn the card away from 
you and hold it up on your forehead. Then as you 
encounter people, treat them as instructed: 


Treat people accordingly: 


e A-—J: Treat these people with 
respect. Compliment them. 
Ask to hang out. You like them 
and want to be in their presence. 

e 10-8: Accept these people. 
Be nice, but don’t make much 
of an effort to include them. 

e 7-5: Ignore these people. 
Show complete disregard. 

e 4-2: Make fun of these 
people. Put them down. 





Image Source: Pixabay.com/en/users/Clker-Free- 
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As the instructor, allow the activity to go on for about three 
to four minutes. Within this time, you will see that the 
students with the higher cards tend to group together, 
while those with the lower cards may be found on the 
outside of the group, often standing alone. Once you stop 
the activity, you can ask the students to look at their cards. 
Then pull students together to process what happened with 
questions such as the following: 


e Without knowing what your card was, how did you feel? 

What did this feeling make you think your card was? 

Was your feeling unique for you? Why or why not? 

What did you notice about other people as this activity 

progressed? 

e What was difficult or challenging about treating people 
as the instructions directed? 

e How might the feelings you experienced in this activity 
be applied to everyday life at school? 

e What other reflections do you have about this activity? 


The processing portion of this activity cannot be neglected. 
Also, with some classes it may be advisable to strategically 
assign cards. A student who tends to be shy and often alone 
may “coincidentally” get an ace while a student who tends 
to tease others may get a 2. This particular strategy is 
helpful in creating the biggest impact on all students. I have 
always found the Aces and Faces activity awakens social 
awareness and empathy, even with adult groups. 


Cross the Line 


Cross the Line is another activity that creates empathy in 
that it helps people realize they are not alone, and it causes 
epiphanies for students who may have assumed or made 
judgments about other human beings in the group. This 


activity, too, requires seriousness and maturity. In fact, if 
students are unable to follow instructions or maintain 
silence throughout the activity, then I do not recommend 
you use this activity. I also discourage this activity ifa 
teacher has yet to establish a classroom management style 
that fosters respect and attention to task. One more 
important qualification: if the activity is being used during a 
schoolwide event, the administrator or activity leader must 
have command and control of the entire group and the 
ability to establish a sense of commitment and trust. 


Cross the Line is fairly simple in format but intricate in 
expectations. Ask everyone to gather on one side of the 
room in a line and face toward its center. Place a piece of 
tape so that it is stretched out from one end of the room to 
the other, about ten feet in front of the line of people. Ask 
everyone to become silent to listen to the instructions. Also 
ask students who are close friends or in a relationship to 
make sure they are not standing next to each other in order 
to minimize distractions. Instructions should sound 
something like this: 





First and foremost, this is a silent activity. It requires listening with 
your heart. Therefore, there is to be no talking, snickering, giggling, 
or any other nonverbal messages that might communicate judgment. 
Second, the activity requires dignity and respect for every person 
involved. This is how the activity works: I will call out specific 
categories/labels/descriptions in the form of a statement, and ask 
that all of those to whom this applies walk across the line and then 
turn and face those who did not cross. For example, I might request 
that anyone with glasses please cross the line. If this describes you, 
and you feel comfortable acknowledging it, you would walk just past 
the line of tape on the floor. Only you can determine if a statement is 
authentic or true to you. For example, I might cross the line because I 
wear contacts during the day but glasses at home. Although no one 
may know that I wear glasses, the statement is true to me. Once 
you’ve crossed the line, turn and face the crowd you just left. I will 
give you a few seconds to make observations of people on both sides 
of the line and to connect with your feelings. Then when I say, “You 
may return,” silently return to the side you started from. After a few 


seconds, I will continue with a new statement. Remember, there is no 
pressure to cross the line if you don’t feel comfortable doing so. You 
will need to make that decision. The statements that are asked 
during this activity will go from low-risk statements to very personal, 
higher risk statements. At the conclusion of the activity, we will 
discuss what we felt and what we learned. There may be times when 
this activity makes you feel slightly uncomfortable. I would urge you 
to lean into that discomfort, since it may mean that you are about to 
gain an important learning or insight about yourself and others. 
Remember the goal throughout the activity is to make sincere and 
silent observations and to respond to each statement with your 
authentic truth. 





Potential statements for Cross the Line range from low-risk 
questions such as: Please cross the line... 


e If you have siblings who look up to you 

e If you have ever been out of this country 

e If you have experienced a time in your life that brought 
you joy 

e If you consider yourself a confident person 

e If your natural parents are divorced 


. . to higher risk questions such as: Please cross the line . . 


e If you have been hurt by someone you love 

e If you have had an immediate family member pass away 
(mom, dad, brother, or sister) 

e If you are in pain 

e If you or Someone in your family is gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, or transgender 

e If you or Someone in your immediate family has ever 
been homeless 

e If you or an immediate family member has attempted 
Suicide 

e If you or Someone in your immediate family has 
experienced drug addiction or alcoholism 


I always end the activity with the following two statements: 
Please cross the line... 


e If by doing this activity you realize you are not alone 
e If you feel you have gained insight about at least one 
other person in this room by doing this activity 


I suggest having a counselor present during this activity 
and discussing the importance of confidentiality, as well as 
mandated reporter responsibilities, before you begin 
because the processing may stimulate sharing that is 
emotional and personal. I also encourage the adults in the 
room to participate as well (with the exception of the 
person serving in the role of Instructor/Activity Leader). 
Following the activity, it is important to bring the group 
together for processing. Processing questions can be as 
simple as the following: 


e What did you feel as we started this activity? How about 
during the activity? Did your feelings change 
throughout? 

e What did you notice during this activity? 

e How might this activity help you to see others 
differently? 

e How might this activity help a person to have empathy? 


This activity is powerful, but it must be done with 
conscientious expectations of respect in order for students 
to experience sincere compassion and value the opportunity 
for empathetic response. Also, in order to decrease the 
level of risk for this activity (specifically for younger 
adolescents or if trust has not been established previously), 
I recommend deleting “you” from any of the personal 
statements, and replacing it with “someone you know.” This 
modification still elicits an empathetic response due to an 
increased awareness of who has been exposed to which 


difficult situations, but it takes away the individual 
identification of feeling or experience. 


Please reflect on both activities with the question below 
that is most appropriate for your role: 


1. If you work with younger students, how might you 
modify one of the activities so that it is age appropriate? 


2. If you work on the playground or in the front office, the 
lunchroom, or the counseling office, how might 
participating in or observing one of these activities help 
you in your role with students? 


3. If you work with older students, how might you extend 
one of these activities with a future lesson? 


One of the expressions often shared during Cross the Line 
processing is, “I had no idea...[he had been homeless... 
that she didn’t have confidence in herself... that he was 
struggling with addiction].” You can complete the sentence 
with any statement that was used for the activity. The point 
is that there are things we don’t know or understand 
because we haven’t experienced these things ourselves. 


Create an Expectation for Your 
Students to Serve Others 


Serving within one’s community also helps our students to 
develop empathy and become more socially aware of the 
challenges and hardships that others face. Again, I realize 
that time is not something at your disposal as an educator, 
so as much as creating a class community service project is 
ideal, you can also create an expectation for your students 
to serve others on their own or with their peers or family 
outside of school. The awareness, however, can be initiated 
in school. Social justice themes can be incorporated into 
any academic lesson. It seems most obvious in social studies 
to investigate social justice issues through past injustices or 
current events that jeopardize the health and welfare of 
human beings. But a lesson could be taught in math class 
by researching the cost of treatments for cancer and 
calculating out-of-pocket expenses based on a specific 


insurance coverage. Looking at the numbers may motivate 
students to act. Maybe they will see a fundraiser in the 
newspaper for someone who is living with cancer and want 
to contribute. 


In fact, reading the newspaper is an ideal place to increase 
awareness of the various needs within a community. A small 
group “search and synthesize” activity allows students to 
work with peers to find a need in the community and then 
make a plan together to meet that need given 
predetermined resources. On a grander scale, ifa 
philosophy of social, emotional, and academic development 
is being implemented school- or districtwide, I suggest 
adopting a policy wherein a community service project or a 
certain number of hours given in service to the community 
might substitute for one grade on an exam or one paper. 
Obviously, this type of policy requires prearranged and 
specific guidelines, but it encourages involvement and 
makes an impact on the community. Regardless of students’ 
ages, ideas tend to flow and students become socially aware 
of the needs, challenges, and opportunities within the 
community. 


Ultimately, having the ability to view situations from 
another’s perspective, respecting oneself and others, 
approaching people with cultural humility, practicing 
empathy, and serving others are all ways in which to 
appreciate diversity and gain social awareness. Maya 
Angelou encouraged parents to “teach young people early 
on that in diversity there is beauty and there is strength” 
(Angelou, 2014). Within our various roles in the school 
system we can take up this task, too. Truly, it goes back to 
approaching all people and situations through a lens of 
love. We all have so much to learn from one another. No 
matter if a person is brown, black, yellow, white, red, or 
green, like my sister; no matter if living in poverty or with 


financial means; if male, female, a blend of both, or neither; 
no matter one’s religion, relationship with their God, belief 
in science, or both, we are all human beings who have the 
ability to learn from, appreciate, honor, and love one 
another. Being socially aware can only help us to grow into 
responsible individuals who can build meaningful 
relationships with others. 


In the boxes that follow, you’ll hear from students sharing 
what they think you should know about social awareness 
and their suggestions for teaching the competency. 





What You Should Know .. . Social Awareness 


Straight From the Hearts of Students 


e !am observant. | notice a lot of things about people and their 
emotions. Especially when a student’s feelings are hurt because 
of something that a kid or teacher says. 

e | want you to know that not everybody is happy or has had a 
perfect life. 

e | don't get along with certain kids. 

e | hate when people come up and just push my wheelchair from 
behind without telling me they are there. 

e |/am very aware of life from other kids’ perspectives. | may not 
have experienced what they experience, but | can easily put 
myself in their shoes and see all sides of the story. 

e | can understand what others are feeling, but it is harder for me to 

be able to take their perspective. 

My family practices the Old Ways. 

| like to be alone. | get uncomfortable in social situations. 

Just cuz I’m brown doesn’t mean I’m in a gang. 

The reason | don’t do my homework is because we don’t have 

electricity because we sleep in our Car. 

e Most of my teachers don’t look like me. | think they don’t 
understand me. 

e | would like to learn about other kids’ lives, but | don’t know how 

to ask. 

Sometimes | can get very frustrated with others. 

Without my hearing aids, | can’t hear the teacher. 

| don’t want everyone to know that we can’t pay our bills. 

| feel like my teachers judge me because I’m transgender. I’m still 

just a kid who wants to learn. 


e | love the color of my skin and the traditions in my family. 


As you’ve done in previous exercises, please identify a 
student you know who might have expressed emotions 
similar to one of those expressed in the “What You Should 
Know” box. With the knowledge you have today or the 
insight gained from reading these messages, please 
describe a way you might have changed your interaction 
with this student or with an entire class in order to help 
him, her, or them to develop the competency of social 
awareness: 


Here are the suggestions from students to help us, as 
educators, to be more socially aware and to encourage us 
to help our students to be more aware in regard to others. 
As you review the suggestions, highlight two or three that 
resonate with you. 





Suggestions From Students. . . Social Awareness 


e Include everyone. Some teachers leave the same kids out of 
discussions every day. It’s not fair. 

e Treat everyone the same. This shows students how to be 
accepting and fair, too. 

e | have a teacher who says he teaches students, not lessons. All 
teachers should think this way. 


e Be an example for students by not judging or discriminating 
against students you don’t understand or like. 

e You should do ongoing activities on how to put yourself in 
another person’s shoes. 

e Teach about other cultures. Even in math or science or PE, we can 

learn from other cultures. 

Pay attention. 

All students should share their stories. This will evoke empathy. 

Teach kids how to recognize how someone else is feeling. 

You should make sure everyone in a class knows what the 

appropriate social responses are. I’m surprised that sometimes 

kids haven’t been taught to say “please” or “thank you,” or just 
to have good manners. 

e School should have activities during all classes that give time for 
all students to interact with each other. 

e | am uncomfortable in social situations. It would help if teachers 
did activities that make me feel comfortable working with other 
kids. 

e Play that telephone game with small groups but tell all the 
groups the same thing. See what they come up with in the end. 
It is funny and might show how people hear the same thing but 
think differently about it. 

e Use role-playing to help students understand someone else’s 
situation. 

e Explain things in the students’ modern language. Don’t be 
phony, but it helps me to learn when the teacher speaks my 
language. 

e Give information about social skills. 

e Try to understand where a student is coming from. If you don’t, 
ask questions. 

e Talk to students privately if they are rude or need to fix their 
behavior, because it is embarrassing when it happens in front of 
other kids. 





Please list below some strategies that you might use to 
foster the highlighted suggestions or to correct current 
instructional practices that inhibit them. Don’t forget to 
brainstorm potential strategies with a colleague if you have 
difficulty thinking of strategies on your own. 


e Student suggestion: 


As we conclude this chapter, please share one behavior, 
action, or instructional tactic that you will start, one that 
you will stop, and one that you will continue in regard to 
social awareness: 





Start, Stop, Continue . . . Social Awareness 


| will START: 


| will STOP: 


| will CONTINUE: 
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Chapter 5 Study Questions 
For Professional Learning Communities, 
SEAD/SEL Courses, or Book Study Groups 


iy 


Ds 


Look back through the chapter and highlight one interesting point or 
story that resonates with you and explain why it made an impact. 
Compare the difference between the terms cu/tural competence and 
cultural humility. Which term appeals to you more and why? 


. Please describe a lesson you have taught or observed that uses 


academics to teach empathy. 


. How do you choose to model empathy? 
. Have you ever said something to a student or colleague that you 


wished you hadn’t? How did you “clean up the goop?” In reflection, 
what advice would you give yourself today? 


. Have you been involved in community service at your school? If so, 


please describe an experience that stands out to you. If not, how 
might you create this type of opportunity at your school? 


. Please select three bulleted items from the “What You Should Know” 


box that you feel are most important. Explain your reasons for 
prioritizing these items. 


. The Aspen Institute released an article titled “Pursuing Social and 


Emotional Development Through a Racial Equity Lens: A Call to 
Action” in May 2018. Read the article, which can be found at 
https://www.aspeninstitute. SEE eae gaa ee -social-and- 
emotional-development-through-a-racial-equity-lens-a-call-to-action/. 
What is one paragraph from the article that resonates with you, and 
why? 
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Relationship Skills 


I answered my phone and heard, “T?” and then silence. “I 
lost another one, T,” and then sobbing. I realized it was 
Cisco on the other end, and my heart just broke. I didn’t 
know why he was so upset or the specifics behind his loss, 
but I knew he was hurting and he chose to reach out. “Tell 
me...” was all I said. And in small bursts of emotion, Cisco 
was able to share that his second close friend had been 
killed. Just six months prior, his best friend, another former 
student of mine, was killed in a hit-and-run accident. It was 
still unsolved, although there was speculation of drugs, 
alcohol, or gang involvement. And now, another friend, one 
he considered a brother, was killed by gunshot. Cisco didn’t 
know what to do or where to turn, and he called me. I was 
at a loss. I don’t know that anyone knows what to do in such 
a situation, but most of us know how to be. I could be quiet, 
a listening ear; be calm, a comforting word; and be 
compassionate, an open heart. I could physically be there 
for Cisco and offer to help. I could encourage him to know it 
was Okay to cry and that his journey through grief was not 
one he would travel alone. I could be there for Cisco, 
because I had built a trustworthy relationship with him. 


In fact, it didn’t start out that way. Initially Cisco was very 
wary of me, certain I was out to get him because I had 
busted him for using drugs. He thought I was especially 
hard on him, and I admit I was. In fact, my approach with 
all of my students was always through the lens of love, while 
maintaining a fine balance between encouragement and 


firm boundaries with high expectations. As his principal, I 
saw in him an intelligence that I didn’t think he knew he 
possessed. I saw the way that he had compassion for others, 
even though he acted so tough on the outside. And I saw 
that, despite his gang mentality, he was an individual with 
creative talent and hope in the future. Eventually, Cisco 
began to understand that these things I saw in him were 
actually my belief in him, and he began to trust me, and 
believe in himself too. Fortunately, I was not the only person 
at school with whom Cisco built relationships. He developed 
and maintained relationships with specific staff members, 
teachers, and his peers. It is evident to me that all of these 
relationships contributed to Cisco’s graduating after having 
a positive experience in school, leading to academic 
achievement and a hopeful future. We can never disregard 
the impact of relationships on our students. Cisco’s 
graduation speech, in the form of a spoken word piece, says 
it best: 





Let me start off by saying .. . 


School wasn’t for me 

I didn’t respond well to authority 

And never treated it like a priority 

So, I spent the majority of my teenage stage 
Engulfed in rage 

From a young age 

I was labeled a troubled kid 

For the mistakes I made 

All the dumb things I did since the 2nd grade 
I was brought up in Sacramento County 


I thought I was mad tough 


Fought anyone who talked too much about me 

I’ve been suspended 20 something times 

And expelled twice 

Lord knows I’ve struggled and tried to walk the straight line 
The Lord also knows I’ve stolen, lied and threw up gang signs 
When I moved to Douglas 

I guess I couldn’t help but start a ruckus 

Got expelled from middle school for carrying a substance 
Got sent to ASPIRE, a blessing in disguise 

Even though I didn’t realize at the time 

To my surprise, ASPIRE welcomed me in 

The first day I arrived I was told we all deserve a 2nd chance 
Something I’ve never received 

It really opened up my eyes 

Walking thru the building I didn’t feel criticized 

But I still doubted myself 

I thought I was forever lost 

Until Ms. Hipple’s path crossed mine 

She was the first teacher to lend me help 

She wasn’t going to let me fall behind 

For the first time, I felt motivation 

But ASPIRE did more than give me an education 

It helped break down the walls I set 

I never had teachers who wanted to have a conversation 
They set me straight when my expectations weren’t met 


Because I have aspirations and they never let me forget 


Thank you ASPIRE, I can’t state it more simple 

Thank you for introducing me to the incredible Ms. Hipple 
Even the new Ms. Nicoll, who grew on me fast 

Ima miss sitting in your class, sharing our past 

One of the simple things that made me feel not so lonely 
Ranting about TV shows and music with Ms. Rohde 

Mr. Herald whose philosophies changed my way of thought 


To Ms. Caralee, thank you for all the passion and love you 
brought 


Mr. Nair, with crazy stories that added insight 


And Mr. Emm... ehh, I guess you’re alright (You know I love you 
Man) 


Ms. Jen thank you for feeding me, we came a long way 
Thank you, Renee for treating my headaches from day to day 
T, thank you with everything I have, 

for opening the door of opportunity 

On to the next chapter in my life 

but you will all be part of my story 

So, let me finish by saying... 

School wasn’t for me, but I still finished 

I wasn’t going to diminish 

All those years that I pushed my limits 


Just to quit... my mom brought me into this world, so Ima honor 
it, 


And all her sacrifices, 


As I stand here with my scholarship 





“Learning Requires Positive 
Relationships” 


Cisco’s belief that the relationships he had with the adults 
in his life at school, and with his mom at home, led to his 
ability to achieve academically and to graduate. Research 
supports his thinking. The effect of relationships specifically 
related to achievement is highlighted by work done by 
author and researcher John Hattie. According to Hattie and 
coauthor Klaus Zierer (2018), 


Learning requires positive relationships—whether 
between learners and teachers, or between learners 
and their peers. Instruction is, therefore, essentially 
built on a relationship building, and the more safe and 
trusting these relationships are, the more the child will 
learn. These positive relationships are the precursors to 
learning—they form a resource to be spent when in 
challenging situations—as then students need to feel 
much trust to ask for help, to try again, and explore 
openly with their peers. (p. 129) 


Cisco’s need for support when he called me was extreme 
and personal. Occasionally this is the case with our 
students. More often, though, to be successful in school, 
and in life, our students need to develop relationships and 
have relational skills that, as Hattie and Zierer suggest, 
enable them to “ask for help, to try again, and to explore 
openly with their peers.” The Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning (2018) takes it a bit further 
and defines necessary relational skills as 


[t]he ability to establish and maintain healthy and 
rewarding relationships with diverse individuals and 
groups. This includes communicating clearly, listening 
actively, cooperating, resisting inappropriate social 
pressure, negotiating conflict constructively and 
seeking and offering help when needed. 


The Aspen Institute also recognizes the importance ofa 
mindset that encourages belonging as a domain for social 
and emotional development. In this chapter, we explore 
these concepts in the context of building relationships with 
our students and helping them to develop relational skills, 
starting with the idea of building trust because it is the 
foundation of healthy relationships. 


In a PBS interview, James Comer (2005), founder of the 
Comer School Development Program and a professor of 
child psychiatry at Yale University said, 


It takes time to build trust, it takes time to build good 
relationships. You are not going to find a curriculum or 
an instructional approach anywhere that overcomes the 
distrust and alienation and anger and so on that slows 
the relationships and the learning that’s possible. There 
is no magic pill. 


If trust has a positive impact on relationship building and 
learning, then it is worth discussion. Developing trust is a 
journey, but there are things we can do along the way to 
build trust with our students. I have found that combining 
the Brown-Skinner Model for Building Trust (Brown & 
Skinner, 2007) with high expectations and consistent 
boundaries is most successful (see Figure 6.1). 


Figure 6.1 


The Steps for Building Trust 
1. Listen 
2. Validate 
= Hope 
3. Problem Solve 
4 


. Positive Regard 


Brown and Skinner developed this model as a technique for 
working with students who are considered “at risk.” It 
doesn’t matter if a student acts out behaviorally, struggles 
academically, or earns good grades and is well behaved. 
These steps will help to build trust and, thus, relationships. 
These steps are meant to build upon one another, beginning 
with listening. When we listen to our students and then 
validate their feelings or experiences, whether we agree 
with them or not, we lay bricks on the road to promoting 
trust. If our students know we are willing to listen, actively, 
without needing to correct, provide guidance, or “fix” a 
situation for them, we validate their worth and confirm that 
their concerns, curiosities, and experiences have value. 
Next, when we help our students’ problem solve on their 
own or with peers, rather than giving them the answers or 
telling them what they should do, we demonstrate our trust 
in their intelligence and efforts. Finally, as we have 
discussed in previous chapters, when we show positive 
regard for our students, we remind them that we are 
seeing something positive in them, so, perhaps like Cisco, 
they will begin to see something positive in themselves. By 
following these steps, trust will be built, even for the 
student with whom you seem to have the most difficulty 
building a relationship. 


Firm, Consistent Boundaries Are 
Important 


I have found these steps are most effective when combined 
with high expectations and firm, consistent boundaries. I 
have always told my students that I have incredibly high 
expectations of them and that I would not lower them. For if 
I kept them high, they were sure to meet them. If I 
compromised and lowered them, they would meet those, 
too, so why not keep them high? Keeping expectations high 
helps students begin to trust that you believe they are 
capable of achieving behaviorally and academically. Finally, 
boundaries. Firm, consistent boundaries are important 
because they allow students to trust that they are safe, both 
emotionally and physically. Think about it. This is why they 
tend to push the boundaries. Our students want to be 
reassured that the boundaries will hold (and if you are a 
parent reading this, the same applies to your children). If 
we adjust them or move them without a substantial and 
thoughtful reason, our students will not feel safe because 
the boundaries are not secure. Eventually, even if they push 
back, when we keep our boundaries firm and consistent, 
our students feel safe, trust will grow, and relationships will 
develop. 


Please take a moment to reflect: 


e What is one element of trust building (see the graphic in 
the preceding section) that you already practice? What 
do you notice about the way that it affects your 
relationships with students? 


e What is one element that resonated with you as 
something you would like to put into effect? Where will 
you start? 


Students Benefit From Our Use of 
Body Language 


Each of the steps for trust building requires effective 
communication skills. For educators, the way we 
communicate can alienate our students and colleagues or 
draw them nearer to us. We must remember that 
communication starts with no words at all. Our body 
language speaks volumes and can express to a person if we 
are excited, sad, angry, disappointed, or embarrassed. Take 
a moment to visualize what each of these five emotions 
might look like without words, only body language. We can 
visualize emotions because our bodies talk. Young people 
can be incredibly sensitive to body language. Used 
appropriately, it helps us to redirect, discourage, or 
dissuade a student who is engaged in negative behavior, 
without having to say a word. This might allow a student to 
save face in front of a class, which ultimately can be a seed 
of growth for a trustworthy relationship. Body language can 


also be used to show approval and foster confidence. Eye 
contact, smiling, and open arms are types of nonverbal 
communication that encourage and reassure. Our students 
benefit from our use of body language in our efforts to build 
relationships with them, but it is also valuable for them to 
understand and practice reading and using body language 
as a Skill to foster healthy relationships with others. 


Asking younger students to match body positions with 
particular emotions is a fun way to familiarize elementary- 
age children with body language as a form of nonverbal 
communication. When establishing expectations at the 
beginning of the year, it can be instructional and 
entertaining to allow secondary students to play Emotion 
Charades, a game in which the students pretend to be the 
teacher by acting out each emotion and having the other 
students guess the emotion being demonstrated. By 
following this activity with a discussion about the value of 
understanding body language, we provide an opportunity to 
laugh and share together, which also builds community 
within the classroom. 


Finally, an essential nonverbal communication skill is 
listening. We demonstrate care and interest when we listen 
attentively. Sometimes when one person is talking to 
another, the person who is “listening” to the speaker isn’t 
really listening but instead is thinking about what he or she 
wants to say in response. This type of listener is quick to 
give advice or share a story of his or her own that relates to 
what the first speaker is saying. When this happens, the 
person who is sharing may feel misunderstood or may feel 
that what he or she has shared has little value. By contrast, 
an attentive listener will listen to tone and feelings, as well 
as the words being spoken, and will respond with 
statements such as “Tell me more about... ,” “What did 
you feel when ...,” or “How did that affect... ,” giving the 


person speaking additional opportunities to share and be 
heard and understood. A person who is a quality listener 
understands that communication can build healthy 
relationships, especially if the person with whom we are 
communicating feels heard and, therefore, valued. 


Students Are Very Aware of How We 
Speak to Them and Their Peers 


The way in which we communicate verbally makes a 
difference in our relationships as well. When our words are 
kind and thoughtful, they honor the person with whom we 
are speaking. Students are very aware of how we speak to 
them and their peers. In fact, when I work in schools on 
climate, I often facilitate focus groups with students. When I 
ask them for advice they would like to give their teachers or 
administrators, they repeatedly say, “Treat kids the same.” 
When I question them further, they express that kids know 
how a teacher or an adult in the school feels about them by 
the way they talk to them, or ifthey talk to them. They 
suggest that adults will say things without thinking that 
make some of them feel bad or judged, and they sense 
when teachers favor others by the words they use. We 
discussed mindfulness in Chapter 4. If we are mindful, 
noticing our thoughts and feelings prior to speaking, our 
words are more likely to be intentional and considerate. 


Teaching this relational skill to our students will have an 
impact on their lives and well-being. Teaching awareness of 
tone, volume, and word choice through modeling and 
classroom activities will provide students with an essential 
skill for navigating relationships in school and in life. Giving 
students an opportunity to explore voicing specific words or 
terms in different ways can be a fun way for them to 
cognitively and kinesthetically experience this lesson. For 


example, allow pairs of students to discuss and demonstrate 
using someone’s name and the phrase “come here” to 
communicate a message. Provide three message options: 
(1) “You are in trouble,” (2) “I want to show you 
something,” and (3) “Everything will be okay.” For example, 
a student might say, “Mary, come here” in many different 
ways, depending on the message he wants to communicate. 
Having one partner verbalize the message to another 
person in each of the three ways in front of the entire class 
will be the cause for much laughter and cohesiveness, 
fostering productive social interactions at school. 
Ultimately, practicing appropriate verbal communication 
will provide awareness and skills that will benefit students 
in college and the workplace. 


Cooperation and Working Together 
Are Valid Skills for Students to Learn 
and Practice 


According to the National Association of Colleges and 
Employers, the ability to communicate verbally with people 
inside and outside an organization is the third most sought- 
after skill by employers nationwide. The employability skill 
that earned the number-one spot is the ability to work in a 
team structure (Adams, 2014). Thus, cooperation and 
working together are valid skills for students to learn and 
practice during school because these skills can transfer as 
an asset in the workplace. Teaching the skill of cooperation 
is a task that many kindergarten teachers have mastered. I 
have observed effective teachers facilitate opportunities for 
five- and six-year-olds to take turns or share in a way that 
empowers the students to cooperate with kindness and 
respect. Games that encourage students to work together 
can be fun for elementary and secondary students alike. 


For younger students, an activity as fundamental as 
working together to keep a balloon in the air can foster 
cooperation but also provide a way to practice counting and 
adding. For example, create small groups (three or four 
students is the ideal) and give each group a balloon. Tell 
them that the goal is to keep the balloon in the air by taking 
turns touching it without letting it touch the ground. 
Students should be instructed to count out loud and record 
the highest number that is reached prior to the balloon 
touching the ground. If this activity is repeated, students 
can add their total number of touches. Older elementary 
students might find it challenging to create word problems 
including the number of touches and number of students in 
the group. 


Team Work Is an Essential Life Skill 


Secondary students can practice cooperation by working 
together on group projects in any subject. Giving roles to 
each individual ensures that all participants must cooperate 
in order to complete the project. Outside of academic 
classes, some schools allow time during homeroom or 
advisory to teach and practice social and emotional learning 
skills. Many activities promoting teamwork and cooperation 
can be facilitated during such a time. An activity I use to 
engage students, as well as adults, is the Knotted Shoelace. 


This activity requires a shoelace for every participant. Prior 
to the activity, I tie three or four knots in each shoelace 
(depending on the participant’s age, I vary the tightness of 
the knots). I ask each participant to hold one end of the 
shoelace between the thumb and forefinger of one hand. 
They are not allowed to let go of the shoelace for the 
duration of the activity. They are then asked, at my 
direction, to untie the knots using their other hand only. 


Participants often start out enthusiastic and confident but 
quickly realize the activity is challenging. I let the activity 
go on just long enough for most participants to express 
frustration or discouragement. At that point, I ask them to 
partner up with one or two other people and attempt the 
activity again, allowing them to use their free hands to work 
together on each other’s shoelace. After the activity is 
completed, I ask the following questions: 


e What feelings or thoughts did you notice when you 
attempted that activity on your own? 

e Did those feelings or thoughts differ when you worked 
with another person? 

e How did you solve the problem together, and how does 
that differ from your effort alone? 

e What did you learn from this activity? 

e Can you apply what you learned from this activity to 
school or to life outside of school? 


The Knotted Shoelace is one activity of many. Many 
websites provide ideas and activities for teaching 
cooperation or teamwork. To find these, use your search 
engine and enter “teamwork activities for students.” Many 
sites incorporate critical thinking, communication, or 
content-specific applications. Cooperative games or 
teamwork activities also provide students with an 
opportunity to collaborate and problem solve strategically. 
Ultimately, students learn that working productively with 
others contributes to goal achievement. Teamwork is a life 
skill that fosters patience, perseverance, and appreciation 
for individual strengths within a group. These skills are 
indispensable for strong social interactions, and they also 
support academic achievement. 


Learning and Practicing Effective 
Conflict Resolution Skills for Students 
and School Employees Maximizes 
Learning 


In efforts to provide safe, respectful, and engaging 
environments for all, most schools institute processes to 
improve communication and resolve conflict. Conflict 
resolution is another vital component of the relationship 
skills competency. Conflicts in schools can create chaos and 
distract from learning. Therefore, learning and practicing 
effective conflict resolution skills for students and school 
employees maximizes learning, builds life skills such as 
problem solving, and grows healthy relationships. 
Mediation and restorative practices in response to conflict 
or situations that typically might call for disciplinary 
procedures are effective and constructive, rather than 
punitive. If you are reading this and thinking that a 
disregard for punitive discipline only reinforces negative 
behavior, then I challenge you to put into practice for at 
least three weeks one of the ideas described in the next two 
sections. I believe you will find students to be receptive, 
engaged, and more likely to change behavior. As an 
administrator, I was considered a firm disciplinarian, but 
not because my immediate response was punitive. Rather, I 
had high expectations for conflict resolution through 
accountability, problem solving, and sincere forgiveness. 


Conflict Mediation 


Conflict mediation is effective when conflict exists between 
two people or two groups of people. This process allows for 
an impartial mediator to serve as a facilitator, laying out 
ground rules that create conditions for success and 


constructive conversation. Conflict mediation can take place 
in the counselor’s or principal’s office, in the classroom, or 
on the playground. It is most successful when adopted 
schoolwide, with all personnel trained in facilitation. Peers 
can also serve as facilitators, but they too must be trained, 
and supervised by a qualified adult. Conflict mediation 
begins with both parties agreeing to participate in the 
mediation process and accepting a predetermined best 
alternative in case one or both parties resist or refuse 
mediation, or neglect to follow through with the resolution. 
The alternative to conflict mediation tends to be punitive 
rather that restorative, which encourages authentic effort 
in the process. A successful mediation includes attentive 
listening and respectful speaking. Both parties have an 
opportunity to share their views of the situation and are 
encouraged to share feelings and impact. Productive 
mediation involves cooperative problem-solving, including a 
plan to make amends and change behavior. The What 
Works Clearinghouse website 
(https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/), as well as other websites 
listed in Chapter 8, provide a variety of evidence-based 
behavioral interventions that incorporate conflict 
mediation. 





Restorative Practices 


Restorative practices can include conflict mediation and a 
focus on repairing hurt or harm to another human being, 
group, or entity. A restorative practice approach tends to 
emphasize learning from an experience and making a 
sincere effort to make amends and value people. 
Restorative practices can be proactive in nature by 
establishing processes that create a family atmosphere 
within the school or classroom built on acceptance, respect, 
and trust. For example, a student, let’s call him Greg, may 


be asked to account for his disrespectful behavior at recess. 
In this school, norms have already been established for a 
productive discussion in which anyone in the circle can 
share a concern for accountability. It can be the offender or 
anyone else in the group who has heard about or is aware 
of Greg’s negative behavior. When Greg is called on his 
behavior, it is expected that he will explain the situation 
from his point of view, hopefully owning his wrongdoing. 
Through circle discussion led by a peer, teacher, or 
counselor, a plan might be made for Greg to make the 
situation right. He might be asked to identify individuals to 
whom he owes a sincere apology. The circle group, with 
Greg’s input, might also determine appropriate amends or 
consequences. Finally, the circle might brainstorm ways in 
which Greg can act differently in the future to avoid 
disrespectful behavior. According to a practical and 
informative book appropriately titled Better Than Carrots 
or Sticks: Restorative Practices for Positive Classroom 
Management (Smith, Fisher, & Frey, 2017), “Restorative 
practices are predicated on the positive relationships that 
students and adults have with one another. Simply said, it’s 
harder for students to act defiantly or disrespectfully 
towards adults who clearly care about them and their 
future” (p. 64). This book is a valuable resource, as it 
breaks down procedures and expectations, provides peace- 
building and peacemaking activities, and contains a chapter 
on creating a mindset for restorative practices. Another 
valuable resource is the International Institute for 
Restorative Practices website at 


https://www.iirp.edu/projects/safer-saner-schools. 


Considering what you have just read, in addition to any 
practical experience you have had with conflict resolution, 
what is at least one benefit for each of the following 
categories: 


1. Students: 


2. Teacher/leader: 


3. Learning: 


4. Classroom or school climate: 


Teaching Refusal Skills 


Constructive resolution of conflict generally evolves from a 
situation in which relationships are built on trust and 
respect. These types of relationships allow for us to 
communicate clearly, even if we are uncomfortable in a 
social situation. Our students are never too young to learn 
the value of politely standing up for one’s beliefs or desires, 
regardless of the behaviors from the majority of the group. 
We often hear the term peer pressure in the world of 
education. When I was a ninth-grade health teacher 
discussing alcohol and drug use with my students, they 
would often say, “Mrs. T, there is no such thing as peer 
pressure. We do what we do because we are curious.” My 


follow-up question was always, “But, why are you curious?” 
Ultimately, through an engaging class discussion, students 
agreed they were not curious because they were watching 
their parents “have fun” drinking or getting high. (In fact, if 
drug or alcohol use was a part of their family culture, it was 
often a negative experience.) Their curiosity, rather, 
stemmed from watching their friends engage in drinking or 
using drugs, which led to a discussion about the idea of 
indirect peer pressure. Social pressure does not need to be 
“in your face” direct pressure. Students often feel pressure 
because the majority of other people around them are 
engaging and they don’t want to be left out. 


We can help our students resist negative social pressure by 
teaching them to use refusal skills with sincerity and 
assertiveness. I taught my students a five-step process: 


1. Use the word no. Young people often say “I don’t 
know” or “I don’t think so” when being asked to take 
part in a behavior that makes them uncomfortable. It is 
imperative that they use the actual word no because it 
leaves no room for misunderstanding or confusion. 

2. Make eye contact. Eye contact throughout the entire 
refusal process demonstrates assertiveness and 
sincerity. 

3. Give a long-term, personal reason with your 
refusal, | learned as a ninth-grade teacher that many of 
my students were taught in elementary school to “just 
Say no to drugs” by providing a temporary excuse, such 
as “I can’t today, | have to babysit.” | reminded my 
students that this type of response indirectly 
communicates, “So, ask me tomorrow. | might say yes.” 
A long-term, personal reason such as “No, | choose not 
to use because | have an opportunity to be the first in 
my family to go to college and | don’t want to do 


anything to jeopardize that” leaves no room for doubt 
about the seriousness of one’s refusal. 

4. Suggest a positive alternative. Suggesting an 
alternative activity is especially important if the 
relationship between the person or people who are 
providing the pressure and the one who is refusing is 
valued. An alternative allows the opportunity for the 
“oressurer” to save face and redirect. 

5. Walk away. |f a person has practiced steps one through 
four and the pressure continues, it is appropriate and 
necessary at that point to walk away. | would tell my 
students that at this point if a friend is not respecting 
your refusal, then he or she is not truly a friend. 


After introducing the refusal skill process, it is beneficial to 
give students an opportunity to role-play in order to 
practice. I will never forget a young lady who came back to 
school after a weekend, and said, “Mrs. T, I thought it was 
so corny when you made us practice saying ‘no’ on Friday, 
but I was in a situation this weekend, and it actually 
worked!” Had this student not had the opportunity to 
practice, she may not have known what to say or do to get 
out of a socially uncomfortable or pressured situation. 
Elementary teachers can scale the steps down to provide 
students with skills to stand up for themselves on the 
playground or during class group work. If you work with 
young people at the secondary level, you might teach the 
skills one-on-one if appropriate when a student comes to 
you with a dilemma. 


Consider your role within the educational system. When 
might you teach these skills to a student or group of 
students, and what might it look like? 


Reflection on Teaching Refusal Skills 
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The Relationships We Have With Our 
Students Determine Their Comfort 
Level in Asking for Help or Support 


Seeking or offering help are additional components of 
relationship skills. Many of us hesitate to ask for help. We 
are sometimes embarrassed to demonstrate vulnerability 
and express a need. Our students are much the same. 
However, when a relationship has been developed based on 
trust and open communication, it is easier to recognize 
needs or ask for support. It is important to admit that it is 


okay to seek help. Whether it is an extreme situation like 
Cisco’s, in which he was reeling from a tragedy, or an 
academic circumstance in which a student doesn’t 
understand a concept and is confused, the relationships we 
have with our students determine their comfort level in 
asking for help or support. Consider the students at your 
school who sit quietly in classrooms and don’t participate in 
the class lesson. Is it that they truly do not want to be 
involved, or are they afraid to “look dumb” or reveal their 
confusion? If the class environment is one in which 
relationships have been built and expectations for an 
encouragement of curiosity and understanding have been 
set, then students tend to feel secure and able to ask for 
clarification or assistance from their teacher or peers. 
Remember that Hattie and Zierer (2018) said, “Learning 
requires positive relationships.” University of Virginia 
professors Sara Rimm-Kaufman and Lia Sandilos (2018) 
concur and go on to justify the correlation between positive 
relationships and achievement: 


Improving students’ relationships with teachers has 
important, positive and long-lasting implications for 
both students’ academic and social development. ... 
Those students who have close, positive and supportive 
relationships with their teachers will attain higher 
levels of achievement than those students with more 
conflict in their relationships. (para. 1) 


In the end, students who have a positive experience seeking 
help are often the first to offer assistance when they see a 
need, both in class situations and in life. I remember taking 
Cisco to visit the mother of one of his friends who was 
killed. I sat and watched in awe as he took time to be there 
for her, to listen, and to do chores around her house. To this 


day, Cisco makes a point of being available for this grieving 
mother when a need arises. Their relationship began with 
her being the mother of his friend, and evolved into a 
person-to-person connection based on love and support. 


A Relationship Built in School Can Be 
Lifelong 


Finally, remember that the competency of relationship skills 
really revolves around love and connection. Refer back to 
the 7 Keys to Connection in Chapter 2 as you emphasize 
looking students and colleagues in the eye, using their 
names, and demonstrating your belief in them. 





An enduring example of how a relationship built in a school 
setting can be lifelong is that of Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and 
his teacher, mentor, and coach, John Wooden. The 
accompanying photos demonstrate the power of that 
relationship. Coach Wooden was known to say, “Seek 
opportunities to show you care. The smallest gestures often 
make the biggest difference” (Middleton, 2016). Wooden 
built relationships with his players, and others, by doing 
just that. The photo of Abdul-Jabbar holding Wooden’s hand 
epitomizes the return on his sincere social investment. 
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Left: The Wizard of Westwood, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, with 
Coach John Wooden at UCLA. Right: Abdul-Jabbar giving 
Coach Wooden a hand leaving the court after an NCAA 
anniversary celebration in 2007. 


Sources: (left) AP Photo/stf (right) AP Photo/Gus Ruelas 


Abdul-Jabbar (2017) said, “Coach Wooden and I shared our 
lives for more than four decades” (p. 227). Shared lives: 
what a phenomenal definition of relationship! Coach 
Wooden shared lives with his players because he set out to 
develop human beings, not athletes. In fact, he developed 
the Pyramid of Success based on character traits that he 
deemed necessary for success on the court and in life. Yet, 
at 98 years old, during a luncheon in his honor attended by 
many former players, including Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, 


Coach Wooden reflected on an essential trait that he had 
neglected to include in his pyramid. According to Abdul- 
Jabbar (2017), when Coach Wooden accepted his award, he 
looked out at all the people with whom he had shared his 
life and humbly told them, “Guys... I made a mistake, I left 
out love. And love is the most powerful word in our 
language and our culture” (p. 263). Coach Wooden may 
have left the word out of his Pyramid of Success, but he 
lived love and in doing so he developed relationships that 
lasted a lifetime and made an indelible impact on others. As 
educators, we too can love in this way as we connect with 
the people at school with whom we share our lives. 


In the boxes that follow, you’ll hear from students sharing 
what they think you should know about relationship skills 
and their suggestions for teaching the competency. 





What You Should Know .. . Relationship Skills 


Straight From the Hearts of Students 


e /am not trusting, so it is hard for me to talk to people | don’t 
know. 

e When you notice me get quiet, or lacking in my grades or sports, 
then something is wrong. 

e !ama_nice person, and | get along with others well. | don’t 
understand when someone doesn’t want to be around someone 
else. 

e / can balance my relationships without much stress. 

e | have good relationships because | try to never start rumors or 
drama. 

e /’m good at handling my emotions in relationships, but | know a 
lot of people who aren't. 

e | have very few relationships. | don’t think there is any help for 
that, but I'd like to have more. 

e | wish there was a Class on how to make friends. 

e | get judged for the people | hang out with. | think they are good 
people, and just because they make bad choices sometimes 
doesn’t mean that’s what | do. 

e /f you try to understand me, | think we will have a good 
relationship. 


e / need help talking to other students in class because | have social 
anxiety. 

e | think it is important that teachers maintain relationships with 
their students because then their students will want to come to 
class and learn. 

e | sometimes think | upset someone, but then | find out that 
something or someone else did. 

e | know! can be immature, and I am working on it. 

e | want to have better relationships with people at school. 

e | talk a lot. | know sometimes it bugs people. | have to learn how 
to listen. 

e When! am ina relationship with a guy, sometimes | focus more 
on that than my school work. 

e | need my teachers to be available for me to talk to them. 

e Apparently, | have bad relationship skills even though I have 
many good friends. 

e | don’t know how to handle things if a relationship with a friend or 
girlfriend goes bad. 

e My own relationship skills are average, although | am not that 
good at communicating clearly to express my needs. 

e To have a good relationship with people at school, | think that we 
just need to be respectful of one another and treat others the way 
we want to be treated. 

e | have one teacher that | connect with and he supports me. This 
makes a big difference for me at school. 

e | have decent friendships but am too anxious to get involved in 
deeper relationships. 

e When it comes to relationships, | keep disappointing myself and 
others so | stopped trying. 





As you’ve done in previous exercises, please identify a 
student you know who might have expressed emotions 
similar to one of those expressed in the “What You Should 
Know” box. With the knowledge you have today or the 
insight gained from reading these messages, please 
describe a way you might have changed your interaction 
with this student or with an entire class in order to help 
him, her, or them to develop the competency of relationship 
skills: 


Here are the suggestions from students to help educators 
build relationships with students and teach relational skills. 
As you review the suggestions, highlight two or three that 
resonate with you. 





Suggestions From Students... Relationship Skills 


Put students in diverse groups for class projects. It helps them to 
get to know people they don’t typically hang out with. 

If students are in a conflict with one another, sit them down and 
let them talk it out. Teach them how to solve conflicts in a 
positive way. 

Teach students how they might approach someone who is new. 
When someone has a problem, teach students how to help that 
person without solving the problem for them. 

Help students to understand how relationship skills are life skills. 
Hold an assembly that helps students build relationships with 
each other. 

Make sure there are a lot of clubs at school so that anyone can 
get involved and make friends. 

There should be an advisory class at every school to actually 
have time to build relationships with a small group of people. My 
school has 1,400 students, but we all have a chance to be close 
to everyone in our advisory class. 

It makes me uncomfortable when | see a lot of PDA. If you are the 
principal, you should make sure there is not too much in school. 
Have activities at lunch so students can get to know each other 
and so no one has to be alone if they don’t want to. 

There should be support groups at school for people who are 
having a hard time with their parents or in other relationships. 
Teachers could create activities where students take turns 
working with random people so that people who don’t have 
many friends get a chance to talk with other people. 


e If you know that one of your students is in a bad relationship, say 
something and teach that person how to build a better one. 

e Teach students how to identify abusive relationships and how to 
get out of them. 

e Not every student has good relationship skills, so when they 

have to choose a group or a partner in class it can be awkward or 

uncomfortable. A teacher should find ways to group or partner 

students so that this doesn’t happen. 

Teach students how to communicate, especially how to listen. 

Encourage students to meet new people or make new friends. 

Make sure students are nice to each other. This is probably the 

most important relationship skill. 

Provide activities that include socializing. 

If teachers want to build relationships with their students, they 

need to talk in a calm way, even if they are upset with a student. 

Teach students how to seek help. 

Teach students skills to communicate clearly, but help them put 

it in their own words. 

e Kids might act like they hate it, but trust exercises help. Or 
games like the “name game” get kids to know each other’s 
names, sparking curiosity and getting people to know others. 





Please list below some strategies that you might use to 
foster the highlighted suggestions or to correct current 
instructional practices that inhibit them. Don’t forget to 
brainstorm potential strategies with a colleague if you have 
difficulty thinking of strategies on your own. 


e Student suggestion: 


o Potential strategy: 


As we conclude this chapter, please share one behavior, 
action, or instructional tactic that you will start, one that 
you will stop, and one that you will continue in regard to 
relationship skills: 





Start, Stop, Continue .. . Relationship Skills 
| will START: 


1 will STOP: 


1 will CONTINUE: 
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Consider Cisco’s spoken word piece. Please circle words he uses that 
would have a positive effect on relationships and cross out words that 
may hinder positive connections. Choose one word from each 
category and explain your reasoning. 


. Reread CASEL’s definition of relationship skills. Which behavior within 


the definition resonates with you as most important, and why? 


. How do listening actively, communicating clearly, and cooperating 


enrich the learning environment? 


. How much time do you spend within your school day actively 


engaging in building relationships and trust? What is the return on 
your investment? 


. How do you use body language to communicate in the classroom? 


Please think about a situation in which your body language or that of 
a colleague communicated in a way that made a student feel 
demeaned or embarrassed. Now reflect on a time that it was used to 
redirect a student in a positive way. Which is more beneficial, and 
why? 


. Realizing that fair is not equal, how do you demonstrate fairness? 


How do you model fairness so that a// students can trust that you will 
be fair? 


. What might be the benefits of a restorative discussion between two 


staff members who are engaged in a conflict? Is there an opportunity 
within your school for this to take place? If not, how might you create 
such an opportunity? 


. Reflect on a relationship that began when you were a student that 


has continued today. Or, reflect on a relationship that you developed 
as an educator, with a student, that continues today. Why is that 
relationship important to you? 


. Consider the “Suggestions from Students” for this chapter. What 


additions might your current students contribute to this list? 
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Responsible Decision 
Making 


Julius approached me with tears in his eyes as these words 
spilled from his lips: “Mrs. T, I don’t know what to do. I think 
my girlfriend is pregnant.” This is just one of the many 
encounters I have had with students over the years after 
they realized a decision they made might have detrimental 
or lifelong consequences. You have probably experienced 
similar conversations. If you are an educator of younger 
students, perhaps their dilemmas may not have life- 
changing consequences, but certainly you have dealt with a 
student who feels sad, confused, or angry in the aftermath 
of a choice he or she made that did not turn out as expected 
or desired. 


Responsible decision making is the final competency we will 
discuss as a social and emotional learning skill. The 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(2018) defines responsible decision making as 


the ability to make constructive choices about personal 
behavior and social interactions based on ethical 
standards, safety concerns, and social norms. The 
realistic evaluation of consequences of various actions, 
and a consideration of the wellbeing of oneself and 
others. 


Ultimately, all of the competencies we have discussed thus 
far—self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 
and relationship skills—contribute to our students’ ability to 
make responsible decisions. Yet a few points of focus 


require further exploration: the power of choice, the 
process of decision making, the value of accountability, and 
finally, our instructional style. 


As we consider the components of decision making and 
begin to guide our students through the process of 
developing good decision-making skills, it is helpful to note 
the biological aspects of our students’ brains. According to 
current scientific research, most areas of the brain are 
undergoing major changes in our students (Jensen, 2005). 
Particularly in adolescence, brain cells are thickening and 
the area of the brain that controls executive functioning 
and is responsible for thoughtful decision making is “under 
construction.” As a result, adolescent students may be 
impulsive, inattentive, and forgetful. The teen brain tends to 
lack forethought, so when we ask a teenager who made a 
poor choice, “Why did you do that?” and they respond, “I 
don’t know,” there may be underlying truth in their answer. 
This is why it is crucial for us to help our students develop 
skills that encourage cognizant thought and opportunities 
to practice making decisions. In his book Teaching With the 
Brain in Mind, Eric Jensen (2005) suggests that we be 
succinct; use modeling; help guide our students through 
decision making with discussion, not lecture; and be 
understanding rather than judgmental. 


Understand the Power Behind the 
Word Choice 


In teaching, while supporting and applying responsible 
decision making in our schools, it is important that we help 
students acknowledge and understand the power behind 
the word choice. As we discussed in Chapter 4, too often 
students focus on external forces they feel to be responsible 
for negative experiences in their lives or for consequences 





they must face due to poor behavior. Our students can 
begin to work from their internal locus of control when they 
acknowledge that the choices they make have a direct 
effect on positive or negative outcomes. The first step is to 
guide students to begin using the word choice. When 
students make a poor choice, they tend to use the word 
mistake. Although the Merriam-Webster Dictionary (2018b) 
definition of mistake as “a wrong action or statement 
proceeding from faulty judgment, inadequate knowledge, 
or inattention” can easily be applied to a poor choice, it is 
critical to distinguish between these two terms. Students 
often brush off a poor choice as a mistake, without 
identifying what the mistake is and how they might correct 
it. In doing so, it allows them to use the word mistake as an 
excuse not requiring ownership. A choice, by contrast, has 
a connotation of control and empowerment. That is to say, 
we can choose differently; we can choose responsibly. 


We are in the ideal position, as adults who work in a school 
setting, to teach our students the importance of making 
responsible choices. The choices our kids make can have 
consequential effects on their lives and the lives of others. 
Although young people may think about how a choice 
affects them, too often they fail to contemplate how it might 
affect others. Integrating lessons and providing applicable 
experiences and tools for students to learn about and 
practice responsible decision making, as well as how their 
choices impact others, is an important undertaking for 
educators. Opportunities arise every day in our schools and 
classrooms that allow our students to develop their 
decision-making skills so that they can transfer this ability 
to more complex or potentially life-changing decisions. 


Students’ Abilities to Make 
Responsible Decisions Are Influenced 


by Their Experiences Outside of 
School 


As we contemplate strategies for teaching decision-making 
skills, we must remember that although our students’ 
abilities to make responsible decisions are influenced by 
their experiences at school, they are also influenced by 
their experiences at home and outside of school. I will 
always remember a young man enrolled in my school who, 
at 16 years old, did not demonstrate the basic manners that 
most have learned in our culture. At first, I thought maybe 
he was intentionally being disrespectful but soon learned 
that he hadn’t been regularly exposed to typical social 
norms such as saying “please” and “thank you” or not 
cutting in line. 1 remember observing him in the cafeteria 
on his first day at our school. He pushed himself to the front 
of the line and said, “Give me pizza.” The lunch lady 
responded with an incredulous, “Excuse me?” But this 
young man was completely unaware. His decisions about 
how he treated others had a great deal to do with how he 
had been allowed to behave at home or in public. His rude 
social behavior wasn’t intentional in his eyes. He simply had 
not been exposed to the responsible choice associated with 
waiting patiently for his turn or communicating with 
common courtesy. 


Likewise, an amazing teacher and extraordinary human 
being, Alecia Rohde, noticed recently that several of her 
high school students didn’t seem to possess the social skills 
many of us take for granted. One girl in particular, Mrs. 
Rohde says, “Hawked loogies like a champ and had no idea 
it was socially unacceptable. She also had no filter and was 
rude on a regular basis. Through subtle social suggestions 
and modeling, she began to act more politely and, with that, 
her confidence began to grow.” In addition to working one 


on one with this student, Mrs. Rohde also established a 
Healthy Choices group for interested young women to 
attend at lunch. This type of group would benefit any 
student interested in making responsible and appropriate 
choices. According to Mrs. Rohde, 


We cover everything from basic hygiene to the complex 
nuances of teen relationships, to the manners needed 
when dining out. We also discuss safety issues like sex 
trafficking and setting boundaries. I choose some of the 
topics, but many of them are suggested by members of 
the group. I try to present discussion topics by 
separating the person from the behavior and I 
encourage the girls to know that their past actions 
don’t define them. I tell them, “You can’t start a new 
chapter in your life if you don’t stop reading the last 
one.” Now, our young women are finding their voices 
and developing a sense of self-confidence they didn’t 
seem to have before. 


Weave Responsible Decision Making 
Into the Fabric of Our Schools 


Mrs. Rohde created an extracurricular opportunity to 
incorporate the life skills required to address a specific 
need for a particular group of students. Yet there are 
general skills that can be presented to a// students. For 
example, to weave responsible decision making into the 
fabric of our schools and classrooms, it is essential to 
introduce a decision-making practice or procedure. The 
following classic decision-making process has been 
reproduced in various forms over the years and gives us an 
operational basis for consideration when we teach decision 
making. Key steps include the following: 


. Identify the situation that requires a decision (realize 

that a decision needs to be made). 

. Gather relevant information: 

e Consider internal information based on core values 
and personal experience. 

e Consider external information such as pertinent 
research, expert analysis and evidence, and 
anecdotal experience. 

. Identify alternatives (based on the information gathered, 

there are likely several paths or options for action). 

. Weigh the evidence: 

e Consider the information gathered and how it fits 
into each alternative based on personal values, 
social norms, and general ethical standards. 

e Notice which alternative is supported by the most 
evidence. 

. Choose among the alternatives (determine which 

alternative is most likely to lead to a positive outcome). 

. Take action (choose—make the decision). 

. Review decision and its consequences as a result of the 

decision made: 

e Evaluate the results of the decision. 

e If the results did not lead to a positive outcome, 
consider modifications that would lead to a better 
situation in the future. 


A similar process, based on the acronym DECIDE, tends to 
be more functional for teenagers because it is easier to 
remember and can easily be applied to a specific problem 
or concern (see Figure 7.1). 


Figure 7.1 





Define the problem 

Explore the alternatives 
Consider the consequences 
Identify your values 

Decide and act 





Evaluate the results 
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In a student’s mind, it may look like this: 
D: A new friend wants me to ditch class with her. 


E: I could ditch class, I could ditch the beginning and show 
up late, or I could tell her no. 


C: If I go to class, there are no negative consequences and I 
am present to learn the material. I won’t fall behind. If I 
ditch, even for a short time, I miss the lesson and have to 
do make up work. I could also get in trouble at school and 
at home if I’m caught. 


I: I have always been honest. I care about my grades and 
was taught to value my education. Relationships are also 
important to me. I have a good relationship with my 
teacher, and I'd like to have a better relationship with this 
friend. 


D: I choose not to ditch. I am also going to let her know 
why and ask if she wants to hang out after school. 


E: It was a responsible decision. The lesson in class was 
one I wouldn’t have wanted to miss. My new friend acted 
frustrated with me at first, but we’ve been hanging out this 
week, and I think she understands that school is important 
to me. 


Provide Students With an Opportunity 
to Practice 


Ideally, as with the use of refusal skills discussed in Chapter 
6, we will find optimal success when we provide students 
with an opportunity to practice this process by thinking 
about a choice that needs to be made in the future and 
going through the steps mentally. For example, age- 
appropriate scenarios could be created as a role-play or 
discussion activity. Then, when the time comes to take 
action, the students have already determined the actions 
they are going to take. For teens, acting out scenarios— 
such as deciding whether to cheat on a test, to engage in 
sexual activity, or to sneak out of the house to go to a party 
—provides opportunities for them to mentally go through 
the decision-making process ahead of time, so that when 
the moment arises and a decision must be made, they will 
be more apt to make a responsible decision, because they 
have already thought through the decision and evaluated 
consequences and potential outcomes. 


Younger students would benefit from applying a decision- 
making process as well. However, I advise scaling back the 
questions and putting them in age-appropriate language. It 
is helpful for younger students if the choices they need to 
make are fewer. Given two or three options, preselected by 
the teacher, students can practice decision making with 
support and structure. Consider the following examples: 


e You must read a book about transportation; here are 
three books to choose from. 

e You may write your reflections in a journal or share 
verbally with your reading partner. 

e You may finish your assignment during recess or take it 
home to finish tonight. 


Regardless of students’ ages, learning and practicing 
decision making can be essential to helping them solve 
problems. Although the terms decision making and problem 
solving are often used interchangeably, they are not 
necessarily the same. One can make a decision absent a 
particular problem, such as deciding where to go for lunch. 
Or one can solve a problem without actually making a 
decision, such as when two students work together to 
determine the best way to build a tall tower. At the same 
time, overlap often exists between decision making and 
problem solving, and decision-making processes like 
DECIDE can certainly be modified, adapted, or used in their 
current form to assist students in solving problems. 


Please consider your role as an educator and the way in 
which you have guided students in making decisions. 
Reflect on how you might use one of the ideas or processes 
described here to help your students gain decision-making 
skills. If you already teach a decision-making process, 
reflect on one idea from the reading that might enhance 
your instruction: 


Check Out the Hand 


When our students engage in a decision-making process, 
they often make thoughtful and responsible decisions. 
However, in reality students are going to make 
irresponsible choices occasionally. It is also human for 
students to be quick to make excuses for their actions or to 
blame others. I always remind students to check out the 
hand. 


When we place blame by pointing a finger at someone, only 
one finger is pointing in that person’s direction; the other 
three are pointing back at us. This visual of fingers pointing 
back at themselves gives students an opportunity to 
consider the role they play in any situation. We can also 
remind our students that they cannot control someone 
else’s behavior in a situation. What they can control is the 
part they specifically play. We can ask them to consider, 
“What did you do or not do in this situation? What did you 
say, or neglect to say, that could have been more 
responsible?” The responses to these questions can 
increase students’ awareness that they can make choices to 
ensure a positive outcome. When they make poor choices, 
the response to these questions can foster accountability, a 
crucial aspect of responsible decision making that we can 
model and teach our students. 


An Accountability Process Is Useful 


Accountability is a buzz word in education today, but it is an 
important concept. We have accountability expectations and 
measures in place from the school board to the district 
office, to the leadership team at the school site, and the 
staff in individual classrooms. Educational blogger Justin 
Tarte (2014) suggests, 


With all of these levels of accountability, we have to 
ensure we don’t lose sight of what our main purpose as 
educators is; preparing students to be autonomous and 
independent thinkers. ... So at the end of the day, let’s 
all assume accountability and let’s stop pointing fingers, 
and let’s get to work because I think we all know 
there’s a lot that needs to be done. 


I think most of us would agree with Tarte’s assessment. 
Accountability can be associated with different things and 
different people at different times. Schools nationwide are 
responsible for producing an accountability report that uses 
specific data to account for school performance. 
Administrators and teachers take steps to improve when 
areas of concern or need for improvement are found. In our 
classrooms, an accountability process is useful also. Our 
students can benefit from using such a process, having 
made a poor choice or irresponsible decision. Figure 7.2 
illustrates a three-step process that can serve as a guide in 
teaching our students to be accountable for their behavior. 


Figure 7.2 


Accountability Process 

1. Ownilt 

2. Seek Sincere Forgiveness 
3. Make It Right 


Step 1 


The first step in an accountability process related to 
behavior and choices is to own one’s irresponsible or poor 
choice. Our students will benefit from learning to say, “I 
messed up,” “I blew it,” or “I was wrong.” An ideal way for 
them to learn this is to allow them to watch us admit we are 
at fault when we’ve made an error. I remember observing a 
class in which the student informed the teacher that her 
math was incorrect in the example on the board. Even 
though the teacher argued that it was not, I could see her 
realize the student was right. She just erased that example 
and went on to use another one. Unfortunately, this teacher 
missed a valuable opportunity to model and teach 
accountability. Furthermore, when we model and teach 
owning it, we also help kids to be specific about the 
behavior they are owning. For example, if a student uses 
profanity in class and simply says, “My bad,” it isn’t as 
meaningful as, “My bad. I shouldn’t have cussed in class.” 
This specificity makes ownership of the behavior more 
personal and sets up the student for the next step in the 
process. 


Step 2 


Step 2 is to seek sincere forgiveness. Sincere is the 
essential word. Early in my career, I was very proud of 
myself when I suggested to a student that he own his poor 
choice after being disrespectful to his PE teacher. After he 
verbally admitted that he was in fact disrespectful, I 
proposed that it is was now necessary for him to apologize. 
He was resistant but agreed. Again, I patted myself on the 
back and followed him to observe the apology. He 
approached the PE teacher, saying, “I’m sorry about today.” 
The teacher then asked, “Why are you saying you’re sorry?” 


The student replied, “Cuz Mrs. T told me to.” The PE 
teacher said, “Come back when you mean it,” and all the 
wind went out of my sails! I had not helped the student 
internalize and personalize accountability when I asked him 
to apologize without ensuring that he was sincere in saying 
he was sorry and asking for forgiveness. His apology also 
lacked meaning because he didn’t specify the behavior 
related to his poor choice. He said I’m sorry “about today,” 
when “because I talked back to you and then left class” 
would have been much more appropriate and meaningful. 


This specificity can illuminate the difference between an 
external locus of control and an internal one. If a student’s 
motivation to do the right thing is outside of himself or 
herself, then the ultimate lesson of accountability is often 
lost. When students function with an external locus of 
control, it is common for them to blame others or attribute 
negative situations to something outside themselves, 
eliminating the likelihood of an authentic apology. When, 
instead, we create opportunities for students to work from 
an internal locus of control, they realize they actually have 
influence over situations in their lives. 


Step 3 


The third step in an effective accountability process is to 
make it right, meaning two things. First, we need to make 
sure students understand that even when they take 
responsibility for a wrongdoing, it may come with 
consequences or a need for restitution. It is empowering for 
students to be asked to think through and suggest 
appropriate consequences or restitution given the situation. 
Again, it helps them to function from their internal locus of 
control. Second, if students, or any person for that matter, 
own their behavior and seek sincere forgiveness, but go 





right back out and repeat the same behavior, then the 
owning and apology become meaningless. We can guide our 
students to develop an action plan that helps them avoid 
repeating the same offense. Our method may be as simple 
as providing a reflection page in which the student 
documents his or her ownership of the behavior, the efforts 
to make genuine amends, and then a plan to choose 
differently in the future. Figure 7.3 provides a template that 
might be useful for better decision making, seeking 
forgiveness, and making it right. 


Figure 7.3 Accountability Reflection 





| made a poor choice when | 








In order to seek sincere forgiveness, | will or | have 








My plan to make it right and choose a more positive behavior next time: 


Consequences or restitution: 








Action plan—be specific about steps you will take to choose differently given a 
similar situation: 
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Check In Check Out Forms Help 
Students to Intrinsically Evaluate and 
Monitor Their Behavior 


Another evidence-based practice that’s effective in helping 
younger students be cognizant of their behavior and 
decisions is the use of a check in check out (CICO) form. 
The use of a CICO form can help students be aware of and 
allow them to reflect on the choices they make that result in 
positive behavior. Such behaviors might be directly 
associated with expected behaviors adopted within the 
school or classroom. The U.S. Department of Education’s 
Office of Special Education Programs promotes Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). PBIS is an 
evidence-based practice designed as a multi-tiered system 
of supports (MTSS) framework that can be implemented 
schoolwide. Figure 7.4 illustrates an example of a CICO 
form provided by PBIS (OSEP Technical Assistance Center, 
2018). The columns include a rating scale per period (P1, 
P2, etc.). 


Figure 7.4 
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CICO Daily Progress Report 
Name: | Rating Scale 
Date: / / | 2 = Met all expectations 
1 = Met some expectations 
_ 0 = Did not meet expectations 
P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 sé 
Safe 012 012 012 012 012 012 
Respectful 012 012 012 012 012 | 012 
Responsible 012 012 012 012 012 012 
Total Points 
CICO_SWIS Goal: % 
Points Earned: 
Points Possible: 
Goal Met: YES NO 
Parent/Guardian Signature: _ 
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A more detailed CICO form for students who require a more 
controlled approach or Tier 2 level of support will provide 
specific positive behaviors (see Figure 7.5). 


Figure 7.5 








Daily Progress Report 








“Social and Academic Instructional Name: _ 
Groups” (sample coping skills group) Date: / / 
EXPECTATIONS P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 
Safe 012 | 012 012 012 012 012 
Label feeling 
Use deep breathing 
Respectful 012 012 012 012 012 012 
Use calm words with 
your peers 
Responsible 012 | 012 012 012 012 012 
Let teacher know feeling 
if above yellow 
Total Points 
+ 
Teacher Initials 
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CICO forms help students to intrinsically evaluate and 
monitor their behavior in the classroom. According to 
Debbie Malone (2015), writing on social and emotional 
learning, 


[T]he best way to foster this skill is to present students 
with choices in a variety of contexts. ... Give students a 
range of options for completing and submitting 
assignments. For example, rather than having the 
whole class write an essay about the book they’ve just 
finished reading, give them the opportunity to, 
alternatively, propose a different way to show or explain 
what they’ve learned—such as giving a class 
presentation, creating a video, or building a website. 
When teaching a new concept, ask students to think of 
other methods they can use to complete the same task. 
Avoid giving directives, and instead, encourage 
exploration of the rationale and value behind different 
strategies. 


The intent of a CICO form goes beyond completion of the 
form; it is the relationship between the adult and the 
student in completing and evaluating the form that creates 
connection and provides opportunities to reinforce 
prosocial behaviors. This type of approach is especially 
effective when norms have been established for a student- 
centered classroom in which students are assured that 
their opinions and ideas matter. Such norms may also help 
students be responsible in regard to their use of electronic 
devices. 


Teach Them to Use Technology 
Responsibly 


Technology is a powerful educational tool that can and 
should be used in classrooms across the nation as a 
modality for gathering data, facilitating research, and 
engaging in productive discourse. Because many 
classrooms today are technology rich, we can facilitate 


opportunities for our students to begin to monitor how and 
when they use their devices, as well as when to set them 
aside in order to engage in real-time conversation with 
another human being. Lessons can be designed based on 
benefits of artificial intelligence within various content 
areas, as well as the downside of overusing one’s devices at 
the expense of relationships or personal communication. 


With our direction and instruction, opportunities can be 
created for students to practice regulating the time they 
spend on electronic devices. Beginning in elementary 
school, we can assign “technology logs” in which students 
record their actual usage over a period of a few days. Then, 
in class, they review their logs and set a goal to decrease 
time spent on their phone, computer, or gaming device by a 
specific amount. After another few days, small group 
discussions can be assigned during which students share 
their logs with each other, evaluate how close they’ve come 
to meeting their goals, and recognize what choices they’ve 
made that led to goal achievement. Students who did not 
meet their goal might brainstorm choices they can make to 
achieve better results the following week. This technique 
works well for middle and high school students, as well. 


Additionally, a lesson for secondary students might be based 
on digital citizenship, in which we teach them to use 
technology responsibly. It is important that young people 
understand their digital footprint follows them. According 
to Ana Homayoun, author of Social Media Wellness: 
Helping Tweens and Teens Thrive in an Unbalanced Digital 
World, “(I]t remains our responsibility to help students 
understand that their online and real-life experiences and 
interactions are more intertwined than they’ve been led to 
believe” (p. 14). This intertwining of our students’ online 
and real-life experiences and interactions can have 
unintentional adverse consequences if our students remain 


unaware of the connection. I have found young people will 
say and do things through texting or social media that they 
would not say or do in face-to-face situations. Students 
might make a sexually provocative request of another 
person through a text, or send a nude picture of themselves 
or a friend. I remember a student who came into my office 
in tears because a classmate had received a nude picture of 
her. When I asked how she thought this might have 
happened, she said that she actually sent the picture to her 
boyfriend a year ago. She said the photo was meant for his 
eyes only. But she had recently broken up with him and he 
was angry, so he sent the picture out to everyone on his 
contact list to embarrass her. It took some time to help this 
student realize that although her ex-boyfriend made a poor 
choice and would experience consequences, she had to 
acknowledge the choice she had made in sending him the 
picture in the first place, to own that choice, and to accept 
that the consequences of that choice meant many people 
eventually saw the photo. 


In addition to teaching young people the risks and potential 
consequences of being irresponsible with what they say or 
post, we can also teach them the risk of becoming 
preoccupied with their phones, video or online games, or 
computers. Students, and adults alike, can become 
dependent on, or addicted to, their electronic devices. 
Robert Lustig (2018), a professor at the University of 
Southern California and author of The Hacking of the 
American Mind, tweeted this about technology: “It’s nota 
drug, but it might as well be. It works the same way.... [I]t 
has the same results.” As a researcher, Lustig studies the 
addictive effect of sugar and heroin on our brains. In his 
work, he has found that our brains respond in a similar way 
to technology. He says, “Technology, like all other ‘rewards’, 
can over release dopamine, overexcite and kill neurons, 
leading to addiction.” The good news is that students can 


learn skills leading to responsible use of electronic devices. 
Therefore, if we provide knowledge and opportunities for 
awareness and the practice of digital responsibility, our 
students are less likely to experience negative outcomes. 


Engage Students in the Practice of 
Autonomy 


Finally, our students’ opportunities for making choices, 
applying a decision-making process, and practicing 
accountability are certainly affected by our instructional 
styles and approach. For example, as Nicolas Yoder (2014) 
explains in a brief on the topic of teaching the whole child: 


Responsibility and choice refers to the degree to which 
teachers allow students to make responsible decisions 
about their work in their classroom. The teacher 
creates a Classroom environment where democratic 
norms are put into place and where students provide 
meaningful input into the development of the norms 
and procedures of the classroom as well as the 
academic content or how the academic content is 
learned. Democratic norms do not mean that 
everything the students say gets done, but the teacher 
provides structures so that the students have a voice in 
the classroom. Teachers give students controlled and 
meaningful choices. In other words, teachers should not 
give students a “free for all” but provide specific 
choices students can select from during lessons and 
activities, in which students are held accountable for 
their decisions. (p. 12) 


Educators who are student centered, practice supportive 
control, and create democratic environments are more 
likely to help students engage in the practice of autonomy 
(having latitude over one’s decisions or freedom from 
external control) and develop responsible decision-making 
skills. Conversely, when educators are authoritarian in style, 
telling students what to do and when to do it, and delivering 
instruction in a “sit and get” approach, they neglect an 
opportunity for students to experience active engagement 
and metacognition, or an awareness and understanding of 
one’s thought processes. All of these skills are essential to 
students’ understanding of and responsibility for their own 
learning. 


When we give students the power of autonomy in school, it 
can help them transfer responsible decision-making skills to 
their real-world experiences. Various approaches exist that 
support autonomy. Stefanou, Perencevich, DiCintio, and 
Turner (2004) define three distinct features of autonomous 
support: organizational, procedural, and cognitive. They 
suggest that effective instruction includes providing student 
autonomy in all three ways: 


We suggest that, although choice and decision making 
are fundamental, more than simple choices about tasks 
or roles are necessary to influence students’ decisions 
to become engaged in academic tasks. Activities that 
support organizational or procedural autonomy may be 
necessary but insufficient to promote student 
engagement. Cognitive autonomy support may be the 
essential ingredient without which motivation and 
engagement may not be maximized. (p. 109) 


They also provide examples of each style of support, which 
include choosing evaluation procedures and taking 
responsibility for due dates, choosing materials for class 
projects, and finding different solutions to problems. 


Reflect on your approach to engage students in activities 
that increase good decision-making skills. How have you 
empowered your students to own their choices? How do 
you provide opportunities for students to experience and 
exercise autonomy? What does your interaction with 
students look like? As you answer these questions, please 
write your thoughts and reflections: 





Engaging Students and Increasing Good Decision-Making Skills 
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In all phases of their lives, students will benefit from 
developing skills that lead to responsible decision making. 
We can empower our students to understand the strength 
that lies within them to take control of their own lives 
through responsible choices. 


For the last time, in the boxes that follow, you’ll hear from 
students sharing what they think you should know about 
responsible decision making and their suggestions for 
teaching the competency. 





What You Should Know .. . Responsible Decision Making 


Straight From the Hearts of Students 


e | like it when teachers give me responsibility in the classroom. 

e | make good choices. 

e / learn from my mistakes. 

e My teachers could support me if they knew what behaviors | 
participate in. 

e / can handle my responsibilities most of the time. 

e | think! am responsible. | cannot say for certain though as |am 
only 13 and am me, so! can’t make an unbiased opinion. 

e | have okay levels of responsibility. Sometimes | need to know 
right from wrong. 

e If! do something wrong, | know it and am accountable for it. | 
know a lot of people who don’t know what that means. 

e | think I’m extremely responsible and get frustrated when people 
second-guess me. 


e | need adults to be kind if | make a bad choice. They can still 
teach me something without being rude. 

e | can easily avoid risky behaviors. 

e | want my teachers to know the risky acts that go on. 

e /t helps me when teachers give me reminders or have a calendar 
up in the room with assignment due dates. 

e /!am not responsible whatsoever, but | know | need to become 
more responsible. 

e | wish adults would treat us like we can be responsible. 

e Your opinions won’t make kids change their lifestyle, but if you 
have real information, then we might change. 

e /’m fine with making decisions, but | appreciate when teachers 
talk to us about choosing the right thing. 

e | need to have more responsibility for turning in my assignments 
and studying for tests. 

e /amvery responsible, but sometimes it is hard to keep up in 
every class every day. 

e Don’t get mad if | mess up. Help me make better decisions, talk 
me through them. 

e !am pretty good at responsibility but not perfect. It helps when 
my teachers don’t give an overwhelming amount of work. 

e | have a high responsibility for choices about school, siblings, and 
homework. But a low responsibility with a lot of other decisions. 

e | can handle myself. 

e / just need guidance. Sometimes | have to learn the hard way. 





Considering your students and the competency of 
responsible decision making, please identify a student who 
might have expressed emotions similar to one of those 
expressed in the “What You Should Know” box. With the 
knowledge you have today or the insight from reading these 
messages, please describe a way you might have changed 
your interaction with this student or with an entire class in 
order to help him, her, or them to develop the competency 
of responsible decision making: 


Here are the suggestions from students to help educators 
teach responsible decision making. As you review the 
suggestions, highlight two or three that resonate with you. 





Suggestions From Students . .. Responsible Decision Making 


Notice how we act in class, like our work habits. That shows 
responsibility and where we need help. 

We should be able to do activities where we try to solve 
problems. 

Teach us right from wrong. Don’t assume we know. 

Teachers should learn how kids think. 

Get to know your students so you can know if they make bad 
decisions. 

There should be a full explanation of consequences if someone 
breaks a rule. Enforcement of consequences should also happen, 
because a lot of the time it doesn’t. 

Give examples of kids who went downhill from making bad 
decisions. 

For students who are very responsible, recognition or rewards 
make them stay that way. 

Give students reminders of their choices to be responsible 
instead of nagging them or telling them what to do. 

Teach students if they have even a thought they shouldn’t do 
something, then don’t do it. 

Be fair. 

Teach students how to make decisions. 

Give examples of how people can learn from their mistakes. 
Don’t be rude or snobby when students make mistakes. Now, it 
would be different if the mistake was a constant thing. 

Find a way to show the effects of risky behaviors or choices that 
aren’t responsible. 

Pair good decision makers with bad ones. 

Let students who make good choices tutor students about how 
they make decisions. 

Teach responsibility, but don’t pressure kids. 


Teach students not to make a decision for their own gain. They 
should be asked to think about other people when they make a 
decision. 

Make resources available to students that help them make good 
decisions. 

Have people who have gotten in trouble for breaking the law 
come in and talk to students. 

Do something with your students that is responsible, like a 
campus clean-up day or a field trip to a homeless shelter to feed 
people. 

Teachers give too much time for late work. If you are strict about 
homework, students would do better getting it in. 





Please list below some strategies you might use to foster 
the highlighted suggestions or to correct current 
instructional practices that inhibit them. Don’t forget to 
brainstorm potential strategies with a colleague if you have 
difficulty thinking of strategies on your own. 


e Student suggestion: 


e Student suggestion: 


As we conclude this chapter, please share one behavior, 
action, or instructional tactic that you will start, one that 
you will stop, and one that you will continue in regard to 
decision making: 


Start, Stop, Continue ... Responsible Decision Making 
| will START: 


| will STOP: 


| will CONTINUE: 


=") Available for download at 
resources.corwin.com/StartWithTheHeart 


Copyright © 2019 by Corwin. All rights reserved. Reprinted from 
Start With the Heart: Igniting Hope in Schools Through Social and 
Emotional Learning by Michelle L. Trujillo. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Corwin, www.corwin.com. Reproduction authorized for educational 
use by educators, local school sites, and/or noncommercial or 
nonprofit entities that have purchased the book. 





Chapter 7 Study Questions 
For Professional Learning Communities, 
SEAD/SEL Courses, or Book Study Groups 


1. Consider any given school day and approximate the number of 
choices you make bell to bell. Now, compare that with an estimate of 
the number of choices students make during the school day. What do 
you notice? 

2. Can you visualize implementing some sort of Healthy Choices group 
or club at your school? What might it look like? 

3. How might explicitly teaching responsible decision making impact 
academic achievement for all students? 

4. In your opinion, what is the correlation between providing 
opportunities for student choice and responsible decision making? 
Now, back up your opinion with one piece of evidence. 

5. Do you currently teach a decision-making strategy to your students? 
If so, please describe. If not, which of the suggested strategies 
mentioned in this chapter appealed to you, and why? 

6. Accountability reflections are intended to provide students with an 
opportunity to reflect on their behavior and make positive change. 
What is the downside of using accountability reflections punitively, 
rather than as a positive intervention? 
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Modeling 


At the beginning of this book, I asked you to join me ona 
journey to explore the power of connection and the 
fundamentals of social and emotional learning (SEL) and its 
impact on academic development. I also suggested that SEL 
is, more than anything, a way of being. I hope you have 
been inspired to think of SEL as a philosophy that supports 
student well-being and learning. We have explored the five 
SEL competencies—self-awareness, self-management, 
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 
decision making—and provided ideas and strategies to 
support your current practice and help your students 
succeed in academics through applicable relational and life 
skills. We have explored the use of evidence-based practices 
that integrate SEL skills into daily school routines. 
However, embedding SEL in our schools will flourish only if 
we ensure that educators model each competency and 
make a concerted effort to care for themselves. 


Ensuring that educators are socially and emotionally 
healthy begins much as it does for our students: with love 
and respect communicated through connection. Authentic 
connections must be made starting at the top of the 
leadership hierarchy. From school boards to the district 
office, and from administrators to teachers and support 
staff, we must truly know each other to be able to support 
each other’s personal and professional growth. I recently 
spoke with Katie, an intelligent and motivated soon-to-be 
first-year teacher. She completed her student teaching last 
year, graduated, and was just hired for a third-grade 
teaching position. I asked her about her student teaching 


experience, and in reflection she said she learned a lot from 
her mentor teacher, she loved her students, and was 
enthusiastic about teaching, but one thing stood out to her 
as disappointing. Katie told me, “I was a student teacher at 
the same school for the whole year, and it took almost the 
entire year for the principal to learn my name. Sometimes I 
wondered if she even knew who I was. This made it hard to 
feel like a true part of the school community.” Katie’s 
comment is enlightening. Administrators, consider your 
staff and how well you know each individual, not only their 
names, but how they spend time outside of school, their 
family situations, and challenges or concerns. Staff 
members, reflect on your relationship with colleagues. How 
do you connect with them? Do you know why a particular 
colleague seems angry all of the time, or what the story is 
behind a colleague’s withdrawn demeanor? Seeking to 
know and understand each other leads to authentic 
connections that help us feel part of the school community. 
Katie suggests that new teachers will gain confidence and 
take pride in their school if they feel they belong. This is 
true for veteran teachers as well. Feeling part of something 
positive and profound has ripple effects that impact others 
positively. 


Identify the Strengths and Values 
Within Your School Community 


It might be helpful if you and your colleagues identify the 
strengths and values within your school community, as well 
as identifying areas that need to be strengthened. Once 
these are defined, the next step might be to focus on 
desired outcomes and finding solutions to staff or student 
morale issues, if they exist. This might be done in small 
groups at the start of a school year, or at any staff meeting 
any time during the year. It is important to address 


concerns before negativity or division permeate the school 
community. We know it is always about the people. As we 
seek to develop schools in which all people feel safe, 
respected, and able to learn and achieve, we need to take 
time to care about each other and to take care of ourselves 
so that we do not become overwhelmed, discouraged, or 
unable to sustain positive relationships. 


According to Rollin McCraty of the HeartMath Institute, 
“Stressed teachers affect their environment, both personal 
and professional... . Often, they are exhausted from lack of 
sleep and overwork, which has an impact on their 
preparation, their class demeanor, and their relationships 
with others in school” (quoted in Israel, 2015, para. 7). The 
same could be said for stressed administrators, counselors, 
support staff, parents, and students. 


Consider the following reminders as you strengthen your 
own social and emotional skills to better support these skills 
in your colleagues and your students: 


e There is only so much within our control. \f we have 
no control over a specific situation, we must let go and 
focus our attention on areas in which we can make a 
positive impact. Sometimes this is difficult to do, but 
doing so will most likely reduce your stress level. Ask 
yourself, “What about this situation is within my 
control?” Based on your answer, ask, “What conditions 
do | need to have in place in order for the best possible 
outcome to occur in this situation?” Instead of focusing 
on what is happening to you, ask, “What role do | play in 
this situation?” Doing this helps us to step out of a 
victim mentality, which causes stress, and into a 
survivor mentality, which is empowering and productive. 

e There are only so many hours within a day. 
Scheduling responsibilities and activities on a calendar 


helps us be realistic about what can actually be done in 
a given day. Initially, schedule everything, including 
meals, exercise, prayer or meditation, and 
responsibilities to work, family, and community. Often, 
we have too many things on our calendars. Learning to 
prioritize what is most important helps relieve stress. 
Gratitude can change perspective and focus. 
Research shows that when we focus on something for 
which we are grateful, our brains actually release 
chemicals that make us feel happy (Achor, 2010). You 
might start each day by journaling or verbally 
expressing three things (experiences, people, items) for 
which you are grateful. It helps to write and then post 
your “gratitudes” in your office or classroom, or even on 
the bathroom mirror so that you can be reminded ona 
regular basis. 

We are all replaceable. The belief and, therefore, the 
practice that “Il am the only person who can or will... 
[finish the sentence]” places an inordinate amount of 
stress on a person. Believe it or not, life will go on if 
something were to happen to us. Work will still be there, 
and things will still get done. We do not have to carry 
the entire load or responsibility. Often when we feel this 
way, it is a result of the choices we make, rather than 
the responsibility someone else places on us. 
Breathing is necessary. Sometimes we get so busy we 
forget to breathe. Not in the literal sense, but 
figuratively. If we are moving so fast and doing so much, 
we will likely feel anxious, stressed out, and out of 
breath. Remember that taking time to breathe looks 
different for everyone. For some, it may involve taking 
an actual breath to re-center and focus oneself. Others 
need to take time for exercise or to meditate. Some 
prefer to hike and be in nature to feel at peace, while 
others find hobbies to be therapeutic. | enjoy reading a 


good book when | take time to breathe. Whatever it is 
for you, find it and do it. 

Stressors (the situations or entities that cause 
stress) are inevitable; our response makes the 
difference. How we respond or react to stressors 
determines how much stress we actually feel or 
experience. It is beneficial to body, mind, and spirit to 
be proactive rather than reactive. Proactive behaviors 
such as respectful, honest communication and conscious 
self-discipline can prevent many situations from 
becoming stressful. People who experience the physical 
or emotional side effects of stress often react toa 
situation after it happens. We can reduce stress if we are 
mindful in our thinking in response to an initial 
situation. Also, if we concentrate on behaving in a way 
that is calm, kind, and honorable, regardless of the 
situation, we are more likely to experience less stress. 
Remember, we cannot control other people or situations, 
but we do have control over our reactions and 
responses. When a negative situation is causing stress, 
it also helps to ask, “What would good look like?” 
(Creating the Future, 2018). Then, instead of focusing on 
the problem, the answer to this question helps us focus 
on the solution. Finally, high school senior Jojo Estrada 
(2018) suggests that teachers ask themselves, “What if, 
instead of bottling up our negative experiences, we used 
them as curriculum to teach our students resiliency and 
growth?” Appropriately sharing life struggles with our 
colleagues and even our students may create a more 
positive outcome from an experience and lessen the 
stress it causes. 

Body, mind, and spirit are interconnected and 
need attention to stay healthy. We need to 
remember that our physical, mental, social, and spiritual 
health all depend on nourishment. If we do not feed 
ourselves in all areas, we are likely to feel lethargic and 


edgy and to lack serenity or joy. Review your calendar, 
and make sure you have scheduled at least a small 
amount of time for nourishing yourself. 

e There are always resources available. For school 
employees who are struggling with mental health issues, 
family concerns, or personal challenges, schools often 
have an Employee Assistance Program to offer support. 
Ask your site administrator or the human resources 
department at the district level, if you have a need. It is 
courageous to admit needing help, so don’t hesitate. 
Most of us have experienced times of trial, tribulation, or 
trauma in different ways and can benefit from accessing 
school or community resources. One online resource you 
may find useful is: 
compassionresiliencetoolkit.org/schools/. 


Select one of these reminders and explain how you might 
apply it to your life: 


The point that resonates with me 


by 


When we take care of ourselves, we are more likely to be 
able to model the social and emotional learning 
competencies we want our students to possess. Modeling is 
a powerful teaching tool. 


Our Students Watch Us, Constantly! 


My father-in-law, Phil Trujillo, dedicated his life to 
education. He served as a teacher, coach, principal, 
superintendent, and school board member. Sadly, Phil 
passed away several years ago. His death was an 
overwhelming loss to our family, as well as to the 
community. During his funeral, I was not surprised when 
the church filled with his former students and colleagues. 
Furthermore, cards poured in from people whose lives had 
been impacted by “Mr. Trujillo” or “Coach.” I was so 
inspired by the sincere and thoughtful words written on 
each card. Virtually every person, from former elementary 
and secondary students and athletes to teachers and 
coaches who worked with Phil or for him, expressed that 
although Phil made an impression on their lives as an 
educator, he made an even bigger impact as a “decent and 
caring human being.” Collectively, they spoke of having a 
deep respect for him. They said he was influential, a good 
and fine man. 


I remember visiting one of Phil’s schools with him when he 
was superintendent. As he walked down the halls, he 
greeted students and staff by name. He was polite, kind, 
and curious about what they were learning or teaching in 


their classrooms, as well as how things were going at home. 
I was certain, as I watched his interactions, that every 
person he greeted felt important and appreciated. He 
routinely behaved with courtesy and respect, which 
inspired those within his schools to act in a similar manner. 
It was the way in which Phil lived his life, his daily actions at 
school and on the football field or basketball court, that 
made such a positive impact on his students and colleagues. 


Ralph Waldo Emerson is credited with having said, “What 
you do speaks so loud that I cannot hear what you say.” Our 
students watch us, constantly! They watch us in the 
classroom and the hallways. They watch us interact with 
our colleagues and with other students. We can teach them 
valuable lessons in the way in which we live our lives on a 
daily basis. The accompanying table suggests ways to model 
life skills and interpersonal behavior. 


EDUCATOR BEHAVIORS 


Self- * Identifying and expressing emotions appropriately and 
Awareness respectfully, but not being afraid to admit our feelings. 

Sharing talents or strengths with our students and colleagues. 

* Providing opportunities for students to observe us 
demonstrating our strengths and talents with confidence, and 
an appropriate dose of humility. 

* Acknowledging when we are unsure of something or confused 
about a situation. 

¢ Taking time to determine why we do what we do. 

* Acknowledging that we don’t know what we don’t know, but 
that we are willing to learn. 

* Noticing the positive or negative effect our emotions have on 
others. Nourishing the positive and finding ways to avoid the 
negative. 

* Asking for help or support when we are overwhelmed, anxious, 
or unsure of a situation. 

* Being aware of our values and actively putting them into 


practice. 
Self- * Controlling our emotions even when we are anxious, 
Management frustrated, overwhelmed, or angry. 


* Communicating with respect and kindness regardless of the 
situation and who it involves, be it students or colleagues. 

* Choosing to say no or set boundaries if additional work 
responsibilities become overwhelming. 

+ Refraining from gossiping or sharing personal information about 
other staff members. 

* Talking respectfully about colleagues at all times, even when 
we don’t think students are present. 

* Taking a deep breath before we respond to another, to 
demonstrate thoughtfulness, or self-control if we are frustrated. 

* Stopping ourselves when we begin to gossip or talk about a 
colleague. 

* Redirecting a conversation that is negative or demeaning to 
students or colleagues. 


Social * Practicing equity by learning about those who are different 
Awareness from ourselves, whether in ethnicity, ability, gender identity, 
socioeconomic status, sexuality, family customs, or traditions. 


* Accepting others with a show of support, encouragement, and 
kindness. 


* Standing up to harassment, bullying, or teasing and taunting 
by setting expectations for kindness and respect schoolwide 
and following through with restorative practices that foster 
acceptance, compassion, and accountability. 

© Creating opportunities for cultural awareness schoolwide so 
that students can learn and respect the backgrounds of others, 
by sharing and celebrating our own customs and traditions and 
giving our students an opportunity to do so as well. 

« Seeking to understand the perspectives of others by askin: 
nonjudgmental questions and exposing ourselves to situations 
out of our comfort zone. 


+ Participating in home visits to learn more about the situations 
in which our students live. 


* Responding from a place of love, as opposed to judgment or 
fear when we don’t understand a person’s actions or behaviors. 


Relationship « Acknowledging students and colleagues daily with the use of 
Skills their name and a sincere greeting. 


¢ Connecting kinesthetically by routinely shaking hands, fist 
bumping, or slapping high fives—with both our students and 
colleagues. 


¢ Building trust by practicing respectful communication, seeking 
to understand, and accepting others. 


¢ Giving colleagues and students a genuine second chance when 
they express such a need. 


e Writing notes of appreciation to colleagues, students, and 
parents. 


* Respecting authority and striving to see our supervisors” 
perspective, 


* Taking or making time to listen when a colleague or student 
has a concern. 


* Laughing with colleagues and students. 
¢ Sharing kind thoughts, encouragement, and even food at times. 
Responsible e Acting in a respectful manner, even when we don’t feel respected. 


Making ¢ Using a decision-making process in a public manner so that 
others might observe the process in action. 
e Creating random acts of kindness. 


¢ Refraining from engaging in gossip, rumors, and discussions 
that are negative. 


* Being aware of our actions outside of school and ensuring that 
they are responsible and appropriate, including postings and 
pictures on social media sites. 


¢ Taking care of our mental and physical health. Joining colleagues 
or students for mindfulness activities or physical exercise. 


* Eating nutritiously. 
e Driving safely in the school parking lot. 
¢ Refraining from using profanity. 


* Spending quality time with our families and knowing that five 
years from now they will still be the center of our world. 
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We all benefit from treating others with kindness, helping 
one another, and acting responsibly. Modeling these 
behaviors demonstrates and reiterates to our students that 
these competencies are more than a new initiative or skills 
to be used only in school. When we strive to be self-aware 
and responsible and to practice selfcontrol, when we value 
building and maintaining relationships with others, when 
we accept others without intentional bias or judgment, and 
when we take care of our own social and emotional well- 
being, our students will be more inclined to listen, learn, 
and emulate these actions. Once we make a sincere effort 


to practice behaviors that make up the competencies, we 
will be better prepared to teach social and emotional 
learning skills. 


Develop the Whole Child by Investing 
in a Multi-tiered System of Supports 


When schools adopt social and emotional learning as a 
philosophy, it makes sense that they continue to develop the 
whole child by investing in a multi-tiered system of supports 
(MTSS). Within this framework, evidence-based practices 
can be implemented and sustained to support positive 
student behaviors and provide systematic interventions as 
necessary. As educators, we are constantly being asked to 
adopt new initiatives; sometimes they last, and sometimes 
they don’t. Implementing SEL and making connections with 
our students and colleagues to promote interpersonal 
relationships, life skills, and academic achievement is an 
initiative that serves humankind. Integrating MTSS 
provides sustainability for this initiative. Ashley Greenwald, 
project director for Nevada’s PBIS Technical Assistance 
Center, explains it well: 


Teachers, school teams, districts, and state departments 
often bring on new initiatives to address recurrent 
issues, be that behavioral or academic. The challenge 
with implementing new initiatives each year is that the 
interventions are never implemented to fidelity, thereby 
never achieving the intended student outcomes. Rather 
than rolling out plans because they are popular, 
implementing a framework using multi-tiered systems 
of support significantly increases the likelihood of 
favorable student outcomes, no matter the initiative. 
MTSS evaluates existing data, assesses the 


effectiveness of current practices, uses data to make 
decisions, selects evidence-based practices, and 
monitors outcomes throughout the school year to 
determine effectiveness. By investing time and energy 
into MTSS systems and data components, the practices 
become effective and efficient, the money spent on new 
initiatives and trainings decreases, and student 
outcomes are achieved. MTSS can take any evidence- 
based practice across any domain and support its 
implementation to fidelity. (personal interview, August 
1, 2018) 


Schools have a choice of many evidence-based practices to 
adopt as positive behavior intervention programs, SEL 
curricula, or trauma-informed practice based on students’ 
and schools’ needs. Kristen Amundson, the president and 
chief executive officer of the National Association of State 
Boards of Education, said, “A program that works 
swimmingly in State A might be a colossal failure in State B 
.... You have to respect local differences and listen. You 
have to involve parents, and you have to listen to teachers. 
The goal is to have something take root. But before that can 
happen, everybody has to agree that this approach matters 
for our kids” (quoted in Aspen Institute, 2017, p. 12). 


Websites for Effective and Promising 
Programs and Evidence-Based 
Practices 


We, as administrators, teachers, and support staff, are part 
of the everybody to which Amundson refers. In addition to 
listening to everybody, we also must pay attention to our 
data. Every school possesses specific information that tells 
us the type of promising practice or evidence-based 


program that best aligns with our targeted needs, 
demographics, and desired outcome. There is no sense in 
adopting a program without taking these data into account. 
Likewise, we must move forward incrementally as we adopt 
practices and programs, in order for sustainable positive 
change to take place. It is natural for people, both adults 
and students, to push back if they are confronted with too 
much change too quickly. Steps taken in increments, 
however, are more likely to create open minds and open 
hearts. Finally, any program or practice adopted is only as 
good as the fidelity with which it is implemented. Fidelity 
requires investment and consistency of all stakeholders 
(even if only in increments), and it also requires 
intermittent progress monitoring and commitment to make 
modifications or adjustments as needed. Take time now to 
peruse at least two of the following websites for effective 
and promising practices and evidence-based programs, 
keeping the aforementioned information in mind: 


e https://casel.org/guide/ 

e https://www.evidenceforessa.org/ 

e https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/wscc/index.htm 

e http://www.promisingpractices.net 

e https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 

e https://www.samhsa.gov/capt/tools-learning- 
resources/finding-evidence-based-programs 

e https://www.airorg/resource/crosswalk-aligning- 
evidence-based-clearinghouses-essa-tiers-evidence 

e https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/youthviolence/ 


prevention.html 


Reflect below on specific programs that stood out to you as 
potentially applicable for your school. Suppose a discussion 
is taking place at your school in which all staff members are 
asked to take part in an effort to adopt a SEL program 
using evidence-based practices. Please write here about 


two of the programs you considered, why each might be 
appropriate for your school, and how each might meet the 
needs of your students: 


1. Program: 


Numerous resources are available to you and your school to 
support students, as evidenced in the previously mentioned 
websites. Sadly, many of these programs are needed 
because so many of our students experience mental health 
challenges, struggle with learning, and lack hope. 
According to the 2017 Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 33.5% of 
surveyed students reported experiencing persistent 
feelings of sadness or hopelessness (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2018). Suicide rates for young 
people are skyrocketing. According to an article in USA 
Today, “The suicide rate for white children and teens 
between 10 and 17 was up 70% between 2006 and 2016, 
the latest data analysis available from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. Although black children 
and teens kill themselves less often than white youth do, the 
rate of increase was higher—77%” (Saker, 2018). In May 
2018, CNN reported that in the first 21 weeks of 2018, 
there were 23 school shootings in which someone was hurt 
or killed (Walker, 2018). These statistics are daunting, and 
they remind us that the work we do is vitally important. We 
do not see statistics; we see human beings. We do not see 
hopelessness; we see hope, because we can be hope. 


Tony Dungy (2007) says it best: “It’s about the journey— 
mine and yours—and the lives we can touch, the legacy we 
can leave and the world we can change for the better” (p. 
xv). By embracing all you’ve discovered on this journey, by 


living in a way that values humankind, and by integrating 
strategies to practice social and emotional learning as life 
skills for your students and yourself, you can and will make 
the world better. As you prepare to close this book, I hope 
you felt encouraged and inspired as you explored each 
chapter. I hope you reflected on the people in your lives and 
the positive difference you can make in the lives of your 
students and colleagues. I hope you realize that we are 
hope, because we are educators. Finally, remember: 


We can truly make a difference 
Starting with the Heart, our fervent vow 


And with SEL as the foundation 


We can ignite HOPE in our schools now! 


Chapter 8 Study Questions 
For Professional Learning Communities, 
SEAD/SEL Courses, or Book Study Groups 


1. Inside the circle below, please list situations, behaviors, or actions 
within the school day that are completely within your control. Then, 
outside the circle list things that are out of your control. Reflect on 
your results and reflect on the items on which you spend most of 
your energy. Contrast that with where you should or would like to 
spend your energy. 


2. For what or whom are you grateful, and why? 

3. Which “reminder” to strengthen your own social and emotional 
learning resonates most with you, and why? 

4. How can modeling breathing, meditation, or gratitude have a positive 
effect on your classroom environment and student achievement? 

5. In the “Educator Behavior” table in this chapter, highlight or 
underline one behavior from each competency that you will practice 
mindfully. Explain at least one of your choices. 

6. Explain at least one way in which you make a positive difference 
within your school community. 

7. Consider the SEAD MTSS Integrated Model on the opposite page. 
Reflect and discuss ways in which this model may be used or 
modified to facilitate integration of social, emotional, and academic 
development within your school district or site. 
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